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Cool. The concept is distinctly American, and it permeates almost every 
aspect of contemporary American culture. From Kool cigarettes and the 
Snoopy cartoon’s Joe Cool to West Side Story (“Keep cool, boy.”’) 
and urban slang (“Be cool. Chill out.”), the idea of cool, in its many 
manifestations, has seized a central place in the American imagination. 

By the 1990s, the word has come to mean many things, but it always 
suggests approval. A university student writes on an examination that 
Columbus received a hearty welcome on his return to Spain; when asked 
why he made such an egregious historical mistake, he points to the 
textbook, which states quite clearly that the explorer had received “a 
cool reception.” This anecdote encapsulates the recent history of the 
word “‘cool.” The textbook writer had used the word according to its 
dictionary definition—“‘restraint’”—but the university student under- 
stands it to mean “good.” Thus the positive connotation of ‘‘cool,” 
along with its increasing usage, symbolizes our culture’s increased striv- 
ing for restraint. Being a cool character means conveying an air of 
disengagement, of nonchalance, and using the word is part of the process 
of creating the right impression. The popularity of the word is accompa- 
nied by other revealing usages: one can “lose” or “blow” one’s cool. 
Cool has become an emotional mantle, sheltering the whole personality 
from embarrassing excess. 

Where did this preoccupation with dispassion, with ‘‘cool,” come 
from? How did it arise and evolve? How was Victorian emotional 
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culture, seemingly so ensconced, replaced with the current emotional 
status quo? Whence came American cool? 

This book addresses these questions by analyzing a major change in 
American middle-class emotional culture, a change that took place be- 
tween approximately the end of World War I and midcentury. In the 
last half of the nineteenth century, a complex emotional culture flour- 
ished among the Victorian middle class, exerting a powerful influence 
on the entire range of social relationships. This influence extended into 
the twentieth century, but by the 1920s Victorian standards were being 
irrevocably transformed, preparing the way for a cooler approach to 
emotional expression. American Cool exposes a major break in what 
have been called ‘‘feeling rules” 1—the recommended norms by which 
people are supposed to shape their emotional expressions and react to 
the expressions of others. 

American Cool focuses extensively on the transition decades, from 
the erosion of Victorianism in the 1920s to the solidification of a cool 
culture in the 1960s. Beyond describing the characteristics of the new 
directions and the ways in which they altered or amended earlier stan- 
dards, the book seeks to explain why the change occurred.’ It then 
assesses some of the outcomes and longer-range consequences of this 
change. 

Emotional culture is an important topic in its own right, being a 
component of those deeply held popular beliefs that are sometimes 
summed up in the word “mentality.” ? Involving preachments and defi- 
nitions by a variety of popularizers, emotionology* addresses emotional 
goals in family settings, in childrearing, in work relationships, in codes 
of politeness. It affects the way people describe their own emotional 
standards and, often, the way they actually evaluate aspects of their 
emotional experience. Interesting in its own right as a part of cultural 
identity, emotionological change also affects social interactions and ele- 
ments of emotional life itself. Both Victorian and twentieth-century 
emotional culture helped define family law, for example, including the 
criteria by which couples could seek divorce.’ Social protest and popular 
leisure constitute two other areas in which changes in emotionology may 
combine with other factors to create new patterns of behavior. Sorting 
out the impact of emotional standards in these areas is not easy, but 
some strong correlations can be identified. Analysis in each emotionolog- 
ical period, Victorian and twentieth-century, will thus move from widely 
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disseminated emotional norms to evidence of middle-class reception to 
consequences in public behaviors. 

And the analysis will address actual emotions, despite the difficulty of 
separating them from the surrounding emotional culture. Most emo- 
tionologists argue that cultural standards at least partially shape “real” 
emotional life itself.© Emotional culture forms the basis for constructing 
reactions to one’s Own emotions, and in some respects the emotions 
themselves. Emotions researchers loudly debate the balance between 
“basic,” biological or natural emotions’ and those that derive from 
social requirements and cultural norms.® No definitive resolution of this 
debate is in sight. The present study certainly assumes that basic emo- 
tions are not the whole story—that emotional experience contains a 
strong cognitive and self-reflective element that is greatly affected by 
the cultural standards applied to the experience. However, this study 
also deals with the probability that cultural change must itself be as- 
sessed in terms of its success or failure in dealing with some natural im- 
pulses. 

Certainly the assumption of considerable social construction is essen- 
tial to the present study’s demonstration of significant change. An as- 
sumption of basic emotion, in contrast, is not essential.” But the issue of 
basic impulse will reemerge when we chart some of the complex results 
of change emerging from Americans’ pursuit of new outlets for passions 
and from specific emotions that had been redefined. 

For the shifts themselves were considerable, with far-reaching impli- 
cations. In the 1890s American men were advised, by leading scientific 
and educational authorities, to use their anger: “If [a man] reacts posi- 
tively, out of that very stirring may come achievements and performance 
of a high level.” Merely a half-century later, childrearing authorities 
warned parents against encouraging temper in boys, for an angry man is 
“possessed of a devil.” Motherhood, a sublime emblem of generous, 
intense love in the late nineteenth century —‘“‘she sends forth from her 
heart ... the life-giving current” —became by the 1930s an emotional 
hazard: ‘‘Motherlove is a dangerous instrument.” On another love front: 
Victorian men routinely wrote of their transcendent feeling. Theodore 
Weld intoned, “I don’t love you and marry you to promote my happi- 
ness. To love you, to marry you is a mighty END in itself... . I marry 
you because my own inmost being mingles with your being and is 
already married to it, both joined in one by God’s own voice.” A scant 
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century later, men’s tune had changed, as love became essentially sexual: 
“I snatched her into my arms and held her as in a vise... . | was madly 
infatuated, tingling in every atom of my being.” Popular writers and 
fraternity men alike contended that men should press themselves on 
women even when the latter begged to stop; the man who could not do 
this, as writer Charles Malchow put it, had “not progressed very far in 
‘the art of love.’ ” 1° Changes in love and anger, signaling also basic 
shifts in the emotional rules meant to define men and women, marked 
the replacement of Victorianism with a new framework, not just in the 
abstract but in the daily acts of raising children or dealing with the 
opposite sex. Passion itself was redefined, becoming suspect unless it was 
sexual. American Cool traces the nature and process of cultural change, 
building the specific ingredients into a larger reevaluation of emotional 
intensity. 

This study focuses primarily on the middle class of business people 
and professional families. Like many studies of the middle class, it is 
biased toward evidence from Protestants in the North and West, but 
regional factors will be considered to some extent, particularly as they 
involve the South. The class limitations constitute the most important 
point to emphasize. The Victorian middle class used its emotional cul- 
ture to help differentiate itself from other groups, particularly working- 
class immigrants. Changing middle-class standards in the twentieth cen- 
tury were less blatantly class specific, and in discussing impacts we 
will encounter some evidence of spillover into other groups and their 
behaviors. Emotional culture forms an aspect of middle-class standards 
that had some hegemonic power, both in its nineteenth-century version 
and, more extensively though more subtly, in its twentieth-century for- 
mulation. And of course, by 1950, some 85 percent of all Americans 
were claiming to be middle class, which does not mean that they shared 
the most widely accepted middle-class emotional norms (the claim was 
above all an incomes claim) but certainly suggests the growing potential 
resonance of bourgeois emotionology. The middle class did not entirely 
triumph, however. Therefore, the distinction between my primary em- 
phasis—the middle class—and American society seen as a complex 
combination of classes, ethnic groups, and subcultures must be con- 
stantly recalled. This book analyzes a class culture that had demonstra- 
ble influence on national culture, but it is not a full study of the larger 
and more diverse national experience.'! 
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Even with this important limitation, the present enterprise is undeni- 
ably ambitious. It claims that a general middle-class emotional style 
shifted ground, with measurable manifestation in a host of specific emo- 
tional areas, within roughly three decades. The subject of overall emo- 
tional style is not unprecedented, but it is hardly commonplace. Despite 
the relative novelty of historical study of emotion, three approaches to 
the subject have emerged to date. The first involves examining another 
topic that includes emotional components; emotions history was par- 
tially launched by histories of familial relationships in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries that inevitably extended to claims about emo- 
tional change.!? The second approach more explicitly focuses on emo- 
tional standards and their periodization but limits itself to individual 
emotions like love or anger. This approach has produced the clearest 
advances to date in the historical understanding of emotion, defining 
the causes and effects of change and the relationship between cultural 
construction and natural and invariant emotional impulses. But the third 
approach, which this study is intended to further, involves an effort at 
larger synthesis. Still focused explicitly on emotional standards and their 
results, this approach seeks to determine larger consistencies in emo- 
tional norms that relate specific emotional standards to a broader style. 
The Victorians had such a style, though it has often been erroneously 
characterized in terms of blanket repression. The middle class in the 
twentieth-century United States gradually but definitely revisited that 
style, producing a new amalgam. This book examines this sweeping, 
partially unwitting process. 

The idea of a major twentieth-century emotionological transition 
follows from, and relates to, several widely accepted findings about 
American social and cultural experience. This study builds on these 
findings, though it modifies them while dramatically extending their 
scope. 

It is generally accepted that a significant difference existed between 
the social patterns that began to emerge in the United States during the 
1920s and those that had predominated through the later nineteenth 
century. Some have indeed dubbed the 1920s “‘the end of Victorianism.” 
Change is of course both constant and cumulative, which makes any 
effort to identify particularly crucial transition decades difficult and 
contestable. Nevertheless, this study is by no means unique in claiming 
that the 1920s formed a point at which several varied trends converged. 
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By the 1920s the United States had become predominantly urban, shift- 
ing focus away from the classic small town. Classic individual entrepre- 
neurship was also increasingly replaced with corporate management, 
and consumer values were increasingly glorified. New approaches to 
sexuality and a growing emphasis on personality over character consti- 
tute two other trends identified with the 1920s that are still more closely 
related to a redefinition of emotional standards. Recent work explaining 
the 1920s rise of the Ku Klux Klan according to an inchoate realization 
of how much was changing, of what desperate efforts might be necessary 
to recapture older values, identifies this transition decade from yet an- 
other, but clearly related, vantage point. 

My exploration of change in middle-class emotional style did not 
begin as an attempt to flesh out yet another aspect of the 1920s turn 
away from Victorianism. Indeed, whereas existing periodization sche- 
mas tend to posit a sudden Victorian collapse in the 1920s, this study 
treats the decade as the beginning of a more extended transition. The 
significant break in emotional culture coincided with changes in other 
areas, for this break reflected these changes, thus illustrating the kind of 
functional causation that social constructionists have characteristically 
claimed without always providing historically precise illustration. Emo- 
tional change, in other words, resulted from new social needs, and it 
also helped promote change, turning this transition into a still more 
extensive reevaluation of nineteenth-century conventions that reverber- 
ated into subsequent decades. 

The idea of a major change in emotional style stems most directly 
from findings about shifts in specific emotional standards. My own 
earlier studies, several of them collaborative, of anger, jealousy, and 
fear all identified the 1920s as the point when Victorian signals were 
reconsidered, in a process that extended for several decades.'* In ap- 
proaching anger, my first venture into emotions history, my coauthor 
and I had initially expected to see the more decisive changes later in the 
twentieth century, associated for example with the heralded rise of 
permissive childrearing. In fact, however, we found that the central new 
themes began earlier. A subsequent investigation of jealousy uncovered 
a very similar chronology though with many different specifics. Other 
emotion or emotion-related histories that had focused largely on the 
nineteenth century produced similar (if not always fully explored) claims 
that something different began to take shape by the early twentieth 
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century.'? This was particularly true of several studies of love, both 
those directed to heterosexual romantic love and those focused on the 
decline of the peculiar nineteenth-century fascination with motherlove 
as a familial emotional icon. 

My exploration of the transition in emotional style thus synthesizes a 
variety of existing findings about explicit emotional change. Owing a 
great debt to the many historians, sociologists, and social psychologists 
who have identified the basic ingredients, this study seeks to retain the 
advantages of the relative precision of these focused inquiries while also 
ranging more broadly into general threads of change and tying the 
origins of specific shifts to the origins of a novel overall emotionological 
framework. 

It is important to note that a small number of specific emotions 
studies devoted to the United States have shunned an overall twentieth- 
century periodization in favor of much smaller chunks of time that 
coincide with specific childrearing fads !¢ or other short cycles. My study 
argues that while shorter-term variations can be usefully identified, they 
should not obscure the larger style shift. Indeed, by identifying part of 
the nature and much of the timing of the twentieth-century transition in 
emotional culture, inquiries into shorter-term variations have made the 
need for a larger synthesis increasingly obvious. This synthesis identifies 
the general themes previously identified while also extending into other 
emotional domains less fully explored, such as grief.!” The challenge of 
the specific studies is clear: what are the underlying ingredients that 
appear, along with other, more limited attributes, in redefinitions as 
varied as a new concern about anger at work and a growing aversion, in 
middle-class men’s culture, to Victorian standards of romantic love? 

A number of imaginative researchers have already ventured into the 
challenging area of overall emotional styles and their alterations from 
one period to the next. The best-developed case for a sea change in 
emotional style focuses not on the twentieth century, however, but on 
the eighteenth. Its analogy to the present effort will help clarify my 
intent, and its content relates to the Victorian baseline as well. 

There are two principal formulas applied to an eighteenth-century 
emotional transition, both of which connect to more familiar aspects of 
cultural change in the period. Norbert Elias’s civilization-of-manners 
schema, recently applied to the nineteenth-century United States as an 
extension of its West European point of origin, emphasizes an increasing 
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discipline of emotions and bodily functions alike. Starting with the upper 
classes, people learned new and more rigorous forms of impulse control. 
Applied to emotions, the schema helps explain not only a general set of 
goals but also more specific and measurable redefinitions, such as disgust 
as an emotional reaction to “uncivilized” sanitary habits and personal 
manners; a growing hostility to emotional spontaneity, manifested in 
disapproval of excesses in traditional popular festivals and religious 
behaviors; attacks on crude uses of fear in religion and childrearing; and 
a growing revulsion against emotionally charged vengeance in punish- 
ment and unwonted anger in both public and familial settings.!® Emo- 
tional self-control, in sum, underlay and united a number of changes in 
particular emotional goals, many of which have been explored in their 
own right. 

A second schema, compatible with the idea of emotional control but 
supplementing and complicating it in important respects, involves a 
concomitant reevaluation of the emotional functions of the family, 
which also took shape in Western Europe and North America in the 
eighteenth century or a bit earlier. The family began to extend into 
areas beyond economic production and material welfare, and family 
relationships gained new priority over community ties and other friend- 
ships. This was another reason why anger and fear were reevaluated, 
with particular emphasis on the need for control in parent-child con- 
tacts, as part of an effort to create loving bonds and a lessened sense of 
hierarchy within the family. Jealousy was also redefined to focus on 
romantic relations rather than more general disputes over honor. Guilt 
gained ground on shame as a source of emotional discipline because it is 
possible to instill guilt initially as part of intense e1aotional contacts 
within the family and to maintain it through threatened deprivation of 
those contacts. The importance of love between parents and children 
and of love as the basis for marital choice increased. Grief over the 
deaths of family members became more central.!? Taken in tandem, 
family reevaluation and civilization of manners provide a framework 
for, and a causal link among, most of the vital shifts in emotional 
standards that occurred in Western society toward the end of the early 
modern period. This framework also illustrates the analytical potential 
of seeking a big picture in dealing with emotional change, lest basic 
ingredients get lost amid attention to detail. 

Basic cultural frameworks normally have considerable staying power, 
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and when gradual changes do occur, they remain within the existing 
framework. As we will see, this was the case with Victorian variants 
on the trends established before the industrial revolution. A genuine 
framework change, however, did occur in the twentieth century, and 
several scholars have already theorized about its nature. 

Some have described the change as a transformation in basic Ameri- 
can character taking shape around the middle of the twentieth century 
or a bit later. David Riesman has argued that there was a general 
shift from inner-directedness, strongly oriented toward achievement and 
attuned to internal motivations and promptings, toward other-direct- 
edness, emphasizing attunement to signals from peers and media as the 
source of appropriate goals and standards. Christopher Lasch played a 
variant on this theme in his briefly celebrated lament on the decline of 
American character.”° For Lasch, the inroads of meddling experts and 
other changes in American society—including the weakening of the 
family resulting from women’s new work roles—produced a decline in 
strong individual motivation and an increase in shallow self-indulgence 
and concern with peer approval. Neither Riesman nor Lasch heavily 
emphasized the emotional corollaries of their claims, but clearly such 
corollaries would exist. While the present study does not propose any- 
thing quite so sweeping as a modal personality change, and while it 
certainly eschews Lasch’s empirically dubious claims about a shift in 
psychoanalytic dynamic, it does acknowledge a definite shift in emo- 
tional norms from an implicit emphasis on individual drive toward a 
greater concern with group conformity and attunement to peer reac- 
tions. In fleshing out this argument and explaining the causation and 
results of change, we tread at the edges of a trail blazed by earlier 
analysis. 

Emotions theorists have recently cleared a trail of their own, ven- 
turing several overlapping arguments about a twentieth-century emo- 
tional style markedly different from its Victorian predecessor. For a 
time, American sociologists assumed a high level of repression in Ameri- 
can emotional culture prior to the twentieth century, which gave way 
during this century (there was little concern for precisely when) to a 
radically different emphasis on self-expression and self-actualization. 
Modernization, in this sense, meant jettisoning “traditional” limits on 
venting emotion and delighting in a new individual freedom to let ev- 
erything hang out. This formulation was not entirely wrong, but it 
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was unquestionably oversimple, beginning with its faulty identification 
of Victorianism with traditionalism and undiluted repression. Interest- 
ingly, more recent sociological work on emotion has tended to eschew 
broader formulas in favor of attention to specific emotions or to a 
much more modest set of shifts and cycles within the twentieth century 
itself.? 

Several Dutch and German sociologists, however, have picked up the 
theoretical gauntlet with a vengeance, working on the twentieth century 
within the broader historical perspective provided by Norbert Elias and 
his model of an earlier transformation toward impulse control. For 
example, Jürgen Gerhards argues for a “postmodern” emotional culture 
that escapes the bounds of Elias’s framework, though not simply in a 
release from repression. Cas Wouters develops the idea of “informaliza- 
tion” as the key description of the new emotional culture, in which 
strict codes of behavior diminish in favor of a more complex, mutually 
negotiated series of emotional self-restraints. Wouters even posits a cor- 
relation between the shift in emotional standards and the dominant 
mode of emotional analysis: “Just as Freud’s ‘discovery’ of ‘animalic’ 
emotions and motives occurred at the peak of their repression and 
denial, by analogy, the ‘sociology of emotions’ began to spread when 
rejection of repression and denial of emotions seemed to reach their 
height.” Abram de Swaan, even before Wouters, referred to growing 
informality and ad hoc negotiations about emotional display as part of 
an increasing democracy in social relationships. He, too, distinguished a 
decline in rigid rules against spontaneity, and like Wouters he argued 
that more spontaneity could be tolerated because of lessened insistence 
on hierarchy and growing confidence that most people knew without 
prodding how to avoid undesirable excess.” 

This, then, is the recipe for twentieth-century emotional change that 
has already been prepared. It is plausible and correct in many respects. 
Why not simply reheat it; why review the ingredients directly? Why, in 
sum, a whole new cookbook? For the following reasons, all explored in 
the subsequent chapters: 

1. The idea of a twentieth-century movement away from impulse 
control incorrectly reads Victorian emotions as repressive and nothing 
more. This is not the case, at least as applied to the nineteenth-century 
American middle class. It is essential to correct this baseline in order to 
arrive at a true verdict on the twentieth century. 
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2. Many of the generalizations emanating from Dutch researchers, 
and echoed by Jiirgen Gerhards in Germany, rest on fairly slender empir- 
ical evidence. Important studies are cited, particularly a Dutch attitudi- 
nal survey in the 1960s. But generalizations have outraced data, some- 
times producing sweeping claims based on remarks by the American 
novelist Tom Wolfe.” Further, important studies demonstrating new 
forms of twentieth-century repression have not been incorporated in 
the dominant model. Finally, the “informalization” model assumes a 
transatlantic equivalence in emotional trends, with scattered American 
and European evidence used interchangeably. A fuller examination of 
specific cultures, like that of the American middle class, is imperative. 

3. Evaluations of the timing of change are suspect, at least for the 
United States. The Dutch work focuses on the 1960s as the transition 
point. American Cool will argue that in the United States the more 
decisive break began to emerge four decades earlier.2* Only by properly 
identifying timing can we address causes and consequences. 

4. The informalization model, while more right than wrong, simply 
does not capture the full substance of the emotional culture that emerged 
from the decline of Victorianism in the United States. Despite its attrac- 
tive caution and complexity, it overdoes the liberating elements and, still 
more important, downplays the vital corollary of growing informality 
itself: the growing aversion to emotional intensity that such informality 
requires. It is the very un-Victorian suspicion of intense emotional expe- 
rience, far more than a simple renunciation of Victorian repression, that 
forms the essence of the transition in American emotional culture. This 
is what must be explained. Emotional restraint must be seen as itself a 
causal force that has reshaped various relationships in contemporary 
social life. Even more than the informalization proponents have realized, 
fundamental features of the emotional culture that emerged from the 
ashes of Victorianism are counterintuitive, involving actual emotional 
constraints of which many middle-class Americans have remained un- 
aware. 

Source materials for this book cluster primarily, though not exclu- 
sively, in what is generally known as prescriptive literature. Victorian 
popularizers, and their readers, felt a need for guidance in various as- 
pects of emotional socialization, and the popularity of the numerous 
manuals directed at parents and youth has been well documented. Then, 
in the 1920s, a new set of popularizing authorities entered the market- 
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place The audience their work achieved forms one index of middle-class 
Americans’ quest for some real innovation in emotional guidelines. 

For the Victorian period the manuals referred to above form a vital 
starting point. Most of them addressed various kinds of emotional stan- 
dards.” Popular short stories— particularly those with a strong moral 
purpose as featured in Godey’s Ladies Book, Peterson’s, and the Ladies 
Home Journal—etiquette books, and hortative stories for older children 
and youth add to the prescriptive mix.” Many of these genres continued 
in the transition decades of the twentieth century, although the youth- 
advice literature began to decline rapidly, and stories aimed at children 
shifted toward escapism (which itself reveals a new emotional tone).”’ 
Marital advice manuals and popular magazines for men as well as for 
women increased in volume and utility, while childrearing advice in 
various forms remained essential. Also vital for twentieth-century emo- 
tionology was the burgeoning prescriptive literature focused on emo- 
tional standards at work. The cumulation of this various material, com- 
bined with many other studies that provide additional evidence on key 
points—such as recent interview and questionnaire data and private 
letters from the Victorian period—yields a fairly full picture of emo- 
tional culture and the range of its audience. The same material also 
provides suggestive evidence about causation, when used in combination 
with information about larger social and cultural trends available from 
existing historiography for both the nineteenth and the twentieth centu- 
ries and from additional research in areas such as popular health atti- 
tudes. Supplemented by a more disparate range of materials, including 
several key interview studies from the 1930s onward,”® this body of 
evidence enables us to venture some conclusions about actual internal- 
ization of the recommended standards and about the larger impact of 
these standards in all areas of life, from leisure to law. 

One final point, which no introduction should be without: So what? 
What is the point of attending to emotional culture at all? Emotional 
culture is hard to study, yet the game is worth the candle, and not only 
because the quest is intrinsically challenging. In the first place, the study 
of emotional culture makes an essential contribution to other kinds of 
emotions research, aiding scholars who seek to understand what emo- 
tions are and what roles they play. Emotions study is on the upswing of 
late. Cognitive psychologists, even researchers on artificial intelligence, 
probe links between emotional reactions and other forms of thought; 
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though typically interested in formulas yielding high generalization, and 
thus often partisans of the idea of inherent, basic emotions, they are not 
immune to an interest in cultural change as a variable. Social psycholo- 
gists, dealing with emotions in a collective context, have contributed 
directly to historical study and have examined various categories of 
emotional standards and behaviors that may or may not be open to 
historical change. A growing group of sociologists, and some anthropol- 
ogists, includes the most articulate advocates of the idea of social or 
cultural construction, in which emotional standards and even internal 
behaviors respond at least in part to evolving functional needs. Yet it 
remains true that reasonably general, reasonably precise, and reasonably 
analytical tests of the idea of basic emotional change are not numerous. 
The present study contributes additional substance to the constructionist 
venture and links with other kinds of inquiries into the relationship 
between emotion and variations (including changes) in social context. 
Emotions research also adds new and important dimensions to histo- 
rians’ examination of several familiar developments, and it helps connect 
these developments. Here, an example quite relevant to this study will 
serve better than a general formulation. The concept of consumerism is 
a staple in American social and cultural history. We all know that new 
passions for acquisition had flamed by the 1920s; though it can be 
argued that basic changes occurred somewhat earlier, important discus- 
sions of precise timing need not obscure the basic point that growing 
numbers of Americans, headed by the middle class, developed a new 
relationship to goods and the process of obtaining them. We know also, 
if in fairly general terms, that the rise of consumerism, as distinct from 
earlier, more subsistence-based forms of acquisition, promoted or re- 
flected broader changes in outlook.?? But we are far from knowing the 
full effects of growing commitment to consumerist behavior. A study 
that explores the emotional corollaries of this trend, which is what this 
book is in part, thus adds considerably to our grasp of the human 
meaning of a familiar new social pattern. It is hardly surprising that 
increased interest in acquiring nonessential goods had emotional conse- 
quences, so that other kinds of emotional contacts changed as people 
put more emotional energy into consumption. But these ramifications 
have rarely been examined. Catching the connection as it took shape— 
that is, treating the connection historically—is an essential step in im- 
proving understanding. Further, growing consumerism was connected to 
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other developments, familiar in themselves and coincident in time, such 
as changing religious values. By looking at the larger framework for 
measurable shifts in emotions culture—by looking beyond a single ma- 
jor factor such as consumerism—emotions history can reveal how con- 
comitant changes were brought home to real people in that substantial 
segment of their lives pervaded by emotional reactions and evaluations. 
Emotions history does not, however, simply measure the results of 
other changes in human terms. It also adds to the explanation of change. 
Emotions research, particularly in the constructionist school, tends to 
downplay this vital facet of emotion, looking mainly at the context for 
emotional standards and at the ways standards shape individual lives. 
Emotions are treated either as isolated phenomena or as dependent 
variables; their own impacts are not assessed. From the historical side, 
much social history has focused on emphasizing the rationality of vari- 
ous groupings. One of the first claims in social history, for example, was 
that lower-class rioters were not impelled by blind passion, that they 
chose targets carefully according to well-defined goals. These goals cer- 
tainly differed from modern, middle-class goals; there was no disputing 
the importance of cultural context. But within this context cool rational- 
ity prevailed. Only recently have social historians developed any real 
interest in going beyond rationalism to look at other kinds of reactions 
and relationships. But their probes remain tentative and characteristi- 
cally confined to family patterns and other private behaviors. The poten- 
tial for examining the wider consequences of emotional change—for 
taking emotions seriously as a source of social behaviors, within families 
to be sure but also in a variety of other, more public settings—has not 
been tapped. This kind of emotions history is not, it must quickly be 
noted, in conflict with rationalist social history. Emotions are not irratio- 
nal; they relate to the cognitive process in that they involve thinking 
about one’s own impulses and evaluating them as an intrinsic part of the 
emotional experience itself.3° When changing emotional standards thus 
affect social protest, as I will argue occurs in the twentieth century as a 
consequence of the emotional transition this book explores, the result is 
not that protest becomes more or less rational. Emotions form part of 
the motivational package that includes culturally logical goals and care- 
ful choice of targets. They do, however, have a causal force of their own, 
and in this respect, as in numerous other areas, we short-change our 
power to explain if we leave out the impact of emotional culture. When 
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this culture changes, as it did in the second quarter of this century, other 
results follow. We will see elaborate results in law, protest, leisure, and 
other areas—some of which add fundamentally to general understand- 
ing of the behaviors involved and the needs that underlay them. 

Finally, because emotional standards play a significant role in 
translating other changes into human routine and in contributing to 
change, a study that seizes on a recent basic transition inevitably contri- 
butes to an understanding of emotional patterns, and some wider behav- 
iors, in the United States today. The transition that began to take definite 
shape in the 1920s still reverberates in ways that have been partially 
delineated elsewhere.?! Without claiming to explore the connection fully 
where emotions are concerned—this is a study of the transition and not 
of contemporary emotional patterns—I intend to suggest some probable 
implications. In the transition that formed a new emotional culture, we 
find a mirror in which we can see and understand some of our own 
features and compare them with the emotional faces of our Victorian 
forebears. 


2 


The Victorian Style 


The image of repression has long haunted Victorian culture. Most recon- 
structions of twentieth-century Victorianism assume a blanket repres- 
siveness. Partisans of the civilization-of-manners schema developed by 
Norbert Elias assume that Victorianism simply extended and stiffened 
already-brewing efforts to constrain impulse and rigidify emotional and 
physical habits. John Kasson illustrates this connection for the American 
middle class in the nineteenth century by exploring etiquette standards, 
recommended audience behavior, and emotional control. Twentieth- 
century popularizers began a process of labeling Victorian repressiveness 
early on, attacking, for instance, old-fashioned notions of childrearing. 
Even before Dr. Spock in the 1940s, traditional insistence on children’s 
docility was criticized, and greater openness to expression and attention 
to childish needs were urged. Victorian school discipline came under 
attack in the 1920s, with recommendations for greater flexibility and 
responsiveness to individual traits. By the 1960s, contrasts between 
contemporary freedom for self-expression and repressive Victorian 
gloom became a staple, particularly, of course, in discussions related to 
sexuality.! In scholarship and popular opinion alike, Victorianism and 
constraint often go hand in hand. 

Defining Victorianism as repression is a considerable oversimplifica- 
tion. In some respects, the twentieth-century fascination with labeling 
and condemning Victorianism owes more to the needs of this century 
than to the characteristics of the previous one. Blasting Victorian shibbo- 
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leths is a convenient means of trying to persuade contemporary Ameri- 
cans that they are truly free—and in the process concealing the many 
constraints that in fact have been introduced in our own time. Victori- 
anism was to some extent invented after the fact, to simplify the twenti- 
eth century’s own self-satisfaction; with such a repressive past, progress 
became easy to claim. 

The imagery is not all wrong. The Victorian emotional style contained 
strong repressive elements. So do all emotional styles, but even so, 
Victorian repressiveness in some respects went unusually far. Children 
were routinely enjoined to obedience, a recommendation that could 
cover a host of parental efforts to keep their offspring in line. Many 
Victorian childrearing manuals seem amazingly undetailed by current 
standards, largely because the injunction to obedience could cover such 
a multitude of sins. Sibling spats, for example, were almost never men- 
tioned, and a leading reason for this was that the larger dictate, to 
obey parents’ commands, reduced the need for attention to such petty 
emotional or behavioral details.” Correspondingly, when attention to 
sibling quarrels began to increase, by 1920, one reason was that the 
blanket insistence on obedience was now dismissed as outdated and 
repressive, requiring a new, more nuanced attention to specific problem 
areas. 

In addition to the routine insistence on obedience, Victorian popular- 
izers showed their repressive side in many other ways. Women in partic- 
ular were to be kept in emotional check, and this standard contributed 
to many of the symptoms of distress disproportionately present in the 
nineteenth-century middle class, including the kind of hysterical paraly- 
sis suffered by repressed figures like Alice James. Victorian men and 
women alike frowned on spontaneity; uncontrolled impulse was a mark 
of poor breeding and a real social and personal threat. To this extent the 
civilization-of-manners schema fits Victorian goals fairly well. Emotions 
required monitoring, and children were taught this lesson early on. 
Generalized injunctions to obedience were combined with serious warn- 
ings about the dangers of displaying anger within the family, particularly 
toward parents. The margin of tolerance was narrow. Even as Victorians 
moved away from physical punishment—which was a constriction of 
parental spontaneity widely preached from the early nineteenth century 
onward—other disciplinary systems, including isolation of children, 
maintained a severe pattern of will breaking.’ Finally, Victorian popular- 
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izers talked a great deal about the importance of rationality and calcula- 
tion, which fits a century devoted increasingly to business planning, 
growing organizational sophistication, and heightened faith in formal 
education. One of the real differences postulated between men and 
women involved men’s natural superiority in matters of the head and 
women’s corresponding inferiority because of weak-minded sentimental- 
ity—and the resultant imagery, along with its gender impact, con- 
strained both men and women to distrust emotional tugs. 

There is no convenient reversal for the Victorianism/repression over- 
simplification. Victorians cannot be seen as emotionally tolerant, cer- 
tainly not as freewheeling. Accurately characterizing their emotional 
style requires subtlety and must acknowledge a strong repressive ele- 
ment. Aspects of Victorianism have been invented to bolster twentieth- 
century self-confidence, but the characterizations are by no means en- 
tirely off the mark. 

Revisionist views of the Victorian style have already been applied to 
sexuality, and the close relationship between this area and emotion 
warrants a brief comparison. Traditional scholarship on Victorian sexu- 
ality played the repression chords resoundingly; Victorians, or at least 
Victorian women, were turned into virtual museum pieces of unimag- 
ined repression. Victorian popularizers, like Lord Acton in Britain or 
some of the American faddists like Kellogg, were trotted out to show 
how Victorian women were told that all sexual impulse was wrong and, 
in women, unnatural, dangerous to propriety and physical health alike. 
For a time, the scholarship on Victorian sexuality could be summed up 
in the image of the respectable woman told to endure the indignity of 
the sex act by lying back in a darkened room and “thinking of England.” 
This standard was supplemented, for males and females alike, by instruc- 
tions not to damage health by contemplating sex more than once a 
week, to shun sex before age twenty-three, and to avoid masturbation 
like the plague it was—this last injunction being enforced by bizarre 
physical constraints on male adolescents and even institutionalization 
for insanity.* Surely Victorianism and repression were identical where 
sex was concerned. Actual Victorians might evade the repressive stan- 
dards— male users of the double standard and consumers of prostitution 
and pornography were most commonly cited—but even they were indi- 
rectly constrained, condemned to furtiveness and to the separation of 
“respectable” male-female contacts from healthy sexuality. 
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Yet it turns out that this image, amusing or appalling as it might be 
to twentieth-century eyes, was simply not accurate. Victorian prescrip- 
tions did include some extremists, but they were atypical. Popular advice 
varied, and it generally recognized that a moderate sexual appetite was 
legitimate. Women were considered less sexual than men, to be sure, but 
even for women, physical and mental health required some regular 
sexual expression; occasional procreation was not the only goal. Writers 
on marriage, though hardly in the Masters and Johnson league, assumed 
that sexual satisfaction was an important ingredient in marital love. A 
few revisionist historians have gone so far as to assert a quiet Victorian 
sexual delight, citing married women who acknowledged not only their 
reliance on sexuality and their dismay when sex relations had to be 
curtailed for reasons of birth control but also their frequency of or- 
gasm—a frequency that, if taken literally, actually surpasses contempo- 
rary twentieth-century self-reports. Yet extreme revisionism can go too 
far.’ Victorian attacks on child and adolescent sexuality were quite real, 
and they had some impact even in married adulthood, when a less 
repressive regime was widely advocated. Victorians did respect the valid- 
ity and importance of sex, but they distrusted overemphasis on it and 
sought other primary bases for heterosexual relationships. A fully accu- 
rate formula for the subtleties of Victorian sexuality has yet to be 
worked out, but while it would include due notice of some special 
repressive features (and the needs that underlay them, such as birth 
control and social and gender hierarchy), it would not simply end with 
the repressive theme. Just as a twentieth-century flight from sexual re- 
pression is a simplistically misleading conception, so the Victorian ac- 
knowledgment of sexuality’s validity must be included in any character- 
ization. 

Students of Victorian emotionality have launched a reevaluation simi- 
lar to that applied to sexuality. Although some recent work plays up the 
repressive theme alone, the idea of Victorian emotional repressiveness 
has been substantially modified. The various modifications need to be 
drawn together and then integrated into a more accurate vision of the 
nineteenth-century baseline. Yet the analogy with sexuality must be 
made with caution. Victorian sexual repressiveness was by no means 
complete, but it was more pervasive than was repressiveness in the 
emotional arena. In fact, Victorians hoped to use emotional opportuni- 
ties to deflect certain kinds of unwanted sexuality, particularly in court- 
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ship. Thus the repressive model is farther off the mark where emotions 
were concerned than where sexuality was involved. This distinction is 
vital to an understanding not only of Victorianism but also of the 
changes that followed in the twentieth century. 

For Victorian acceptance of emotion was in principle quite whole- 
hearted. Natural emotions were basically good, though they must be 
controlled and properly targeted. Even less fortunate emotions, like 
anger or even fear, whether natural or not, could be put to good use. 
“No person should be afraid of his finer feelings,” wrote one Pittsburgh 
minister in 1880, capping a long evolution away from early nineteenth- 
century sermons in which a more traditionally Calvinist gloom about 
this world and its works had prevailed. Victorianism was born, after all, 
in an atmosphere shaped by romanticism and its appreciation of emo- 
tion, or at least of sentimentality. To be sure, Victorianism was also 
shaped by the Enlightenment emphasis on the importance of reason. 
However, the driest kind of rationalism was modified at the level of 
practicing intellectuals, and it had never caught on widely among the 
reading public.’ In contrast to sexuality, then, emotion was not regarded 
with anxiety and suspicion. Management and appropriate use, not sys- 
tematic limitation, were the guiding principles. 

The Victorian emotional style began to take shape in the 1820s, 
building on many of the emotionological principles that had developed 
in the previous century, including a strong emphasis on family emotion- 
ality. For about two decades, a new genre of family advice literature, 
partially secular though heavily informed by Protestantism, suggested a 
sentimental tone that, beginning in childhood, could maintain family 
harmony. Prescriptive writers, like Catharine Sedgwick, writing from a 
Protestant perspective but generally without emphasis on religious goals, 
emphasized several emotional criteria for an appropriate family life, 
some of which they explicitly contrasted with more traditional stan- 
dards.” Loving relationships were essential.!° The 1830s saw the genesis 
of an unprecedented fascination with motherlove. The Reverend John 
Todd told the readers of Mother’s Magazine in 1839 that “God planted 
this deep, this unquenchable love for her offspring, in the mother’s 
heart.” From this love, in turn, would come the inculcation of appro- 
priate affection in the children themselves, male and female alike. “It is 
the province of the mother, to cultivate the affections, to form and guard 
the moral habits of the child, for the first ten years of life, and to all 
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intents and purposes the character of the man or woman is substantially 
laid as early as that period of life.” 1! The equation of love and morality 
was virtually a commonplace in prescriptive literature from the 1830s 
onward, though in fact it was a substantial innovation in a culture that 
had traditionally doubted that human affection could be compatible 
with an appropriate focus on things divine. 

The emphasis on love spilled over to other family relationships. Por- 
trayals of siblings emphasized their deep affection. A staple of popular 
middle-class fiction involved sisters so deeply loving that the introduc- 
tion of an outsider in their midst, in the form of a successful suitor for 
one of the sisters constituted a great crisis of emotion. Deep affection 
was also routinely portrayed in discussions of brother and sister, though 
here qualified by the different strengths each gender could bring to a 
relationship. The Rollo series for boys involves many an episode in 
which Rollo saves his sister from some disaster, demonstrating courage 
and affection simultaneously. 1? 

Love between spouses also received high praise as one of the chief 
benefits of family life. “Men find so little sincere friendship abroad, so 
little true sympathy in the selfish world, that they gladly yield themselves 
to the influence of a gentle spirit at home.” Love and serenity were 
closely linked in this image, providing the essential emotional underpin- 
ning for a growing commitment to hearth and family. Emphasis on the 
special emotional qualities of women was linked to the other durable 
image being generated at this point—the idea that women had special 
domestic qualities, including appropriate emotional warmth as wives 
and mothers. 1? 

The focus on loving families prompted other emotional standards as 
well. Most obviously, emotions that might jeopardize affectionate family 
life were now discredited, and a good-bad dichotomy based on family 
impact was developed. Here, too, trends in the prescriptive literature 
built on the earlier shift in emotional culture toward family centeredness 
and self-control, but with new fervor deriving from the heightened em- 
phasis on family intensity. 

Fear was reassessed. A standard argument from the 1830s onward 
held that children would have no reason to develop fear ‘‘unless it was 
put into their heads.” Fearful adults, or even worse, reprobate adults 
who used fear as part of discipline, were seen as disrupting children’s 
emotional tranquillity. The obvious solution was to urge adults, particu- 
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larly mothers, to swallow their own fears lest they induce them in their 
children, ‘‘embittering the whole existence of her offspring.” And all 
adults must be prevented from deliberately scaring their children: “She 
who can tell a frightful story to her child or allow one to be told, ought 
to have a guardian appointed over herself.” No obedience was worth 
the poison of fear when affectionate, gentle guidance could win even 
better results without negative emotional side effects. Even safety was 
no excuse for inducing fear. A child made afraid of spider bites might 
get bitten just as easily as a child who had not been terrified, and bites 
are preferable to a “fear that troubles one all life long.” Servants who 
delighted in scaring children came in for particular criticism, as the 
middle class and popular culture began to diverge. “It is utterly impossi- 
ble to calculate the evil” that imposing fears could wreak on sensitive 
souls. Instances of actual death resulting from children’s fears were cited 
in warnings about a host of traditional disciplinary measures that must 
be rejected as an “undefined species of horror.” Loving motherhood, not 
corroding terror, provided the emotional lodestar for parents. As the 
God-fearing qualities of religious virtue began to decline in mainstream 
American Protestantism, a fearful individual was no longer considered 
appropriately pious. Rather, he or she was emotionally crippled, incapa- 
ble of taking the kinds of initiatives or displaying the kinds of confidence 
desirable in middle-class life. Most obviously, if fear became an emo- 
tional link between parent and child, long-term affection would be 
excluded even if short-term discipline was served. Fear, quite simply, 
became an emotional abuse of parental authority, a theme that contin- 
ued through the twentieth century in virtually all the prescriptive liter- 
ature.!* 

A key facet of the new campaign against fear in childrearing involved 
the presentation of death. American Calvinists had long emphasized 
death images as a means of inculcating religious obedience in children. 
Elements of this theme persisted into the nineteenth century, with au- 
thors like James Janeway writing that unrepentant children were “‘not 
too little to die,” “not too little to go to hell.” > But middle-class opinion 
was shifting rapidly, and the idea of sinful children who deserved to be 
frightened by terrifying images of death became increasingly distasteful. 
By the 1820s, clergymen who refused to accept the growing, romantic 
belief in childish innocence were frequently confronted with rebellious 
congregations, so that many changed their tune or at least sought refuge 
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in silence. Lyman Beecher and others helped steer Protestantism away 
from emphasis on original sin and its corollaries infant damnation and 
legitimate fear of death. Avoidance of fear again related to the larger 
emotional package being developed by the early Victorians. In 1847 
Horace Bushnell ventured a synthesis: “A proper nurture could counter- 
act mere ‘tendencies’ to depravity if nurture began while wickedness was 
weakest—that is, in infancy.... Kindness, love and tender care by a 
mother who exemplified all the virtues would adequately prepare the 
child for salvation and a life of moral responsibility.” Lydia Child antici- 
pated the sentiment in her Mother’s Book in 1831: “They [infants] come 
to us from heaven, with their little souls full of innocence and peace; 
and, as far as possible, a mother’s influence should not interfere with the 
influence of angels.” The lessons obviously applied to the presentation 
of death. “Great care is required that children do not imbibe terrific and 
gloomy ideas of death; nor should they incautiously be taken to funerals, 
or allowed to see a corpse. It is desirable to dwell on the joys of the 
righteous in the presence of their heavenly Father, freed from every pain 
and sorrow, rather than on the state and burial of the body, a subject, 
very likely, painful to affect the imagination.” Happiness was the key: 
death was to be presented as a joyous release and an opportunity to 
achieve the greatest possible serenity. Thus a child might be told, on the 
death of a playmate: “‘she would like to live but she was ready to go... 
she had a happy life in this world but felt sure that a still happier one 
awaited her in the next.” !© Epitaphs, similarly, were altered to displace 
fear with religious cheer: 


Go peaceful Spirit rest 

Secure from earth’s alarms 
Resting on the Saviour’s breast 
Encircled by his arms.!” 


The overall message concerning fear was unambiguous: it must not 
disrupt the positive emotional bonds between parent and child. Fear was 
an “infirmity” that was “most enslaving to the mind, and destructive of 
its strength and capability of enjoyment. . . . How cruel, then, purposely 
to excite false terrors in those under our care.” '® 

Anger was the second emotion to be excised from family life.!? At 
least as much as fear, anger could corrode the affection essential to the 
family. Fiction in the popular women’s magazines around midcentury, 
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and advice literature even earlier, crystallized this belief in an endless 
series of accounts of the horrors of first quarrels. “Cultivate a spirit of 
mutual and generous forbearance, carefully abiding anything like angry 
contention or contradiction. Beware of the first dispute, and deprecate 
its occurrence.” “Quarrels of every sort are exceedingly destructive of 
human happiness; but no quarrels, save those among brethren in the 
church, are so bitter as family quarrels; and . . . should be so sedulously 
avoided.” Women particularly received advice about their role in pro- 
moting domestic serenity, for it was noted that, unlike their husbands, 
they were cushioned from the frustrations of business life. Wives’ good 
temper was vital because men needed solace from their harsh workday 
realities. But men were held to the same domestic standards. William 
Alcott, in an advice book for husbands, intoned: “The reign of gentle- 
ness. ... is very much needed in this jarring, clashing, warring world.” 
Phrenologist Orson Fowler noted wives’ sensitivity, such that a single 
“tart remark” might make her wretched. Anger, quite simply, was too 
dangerous to play with, for even a little dispute might so contradict the 
loving tranquillity of the home, the “soul blending” that a real marriage 
involved, that irreparable damage might ensue. “Let [the First Quarrel] 
be avoided, and that hateful demon, discord, will never find a place at 
the domestic hearth. Let it have its existence, no matter . . . how brief its 
duration, the demon will feel himself invited and will take his place, an 
odious, but an abiding guest, at the fireside.” 7° 

First-quarrel stories drove the point home by describing ensuing disas- 
ter. An angry wife makes a husband so ill that he almost dies, though in 
this case reform saves the marriage. A man’s anger leads to his wife’s 
death and also to the ruin of most of his children. A wife, repenting her 
stubborn anger too late, sees her husband go off to India, where he dies. 
Another wifely outburst causes a man to seek solace in the woods, where 
he is almost killed by a falling tree. Another angry wife almost dies 
herself: her face reddens with rage, every vein swells and stands out, 
every nerve quivers, foam covers her lips, and finally she falls as blood 
gushes from her nose and mouth. The theme of possession by rage, and 
accompanying references to demons, recalls an earlier set of beliefs 
about the causes and consequences of emotional excess, but the principal 
focus at this point was family misery. The result was an extremely 
rigorous standard, in which true love and harmony forbade a single 
harsh remark between husband and wife, and avoidance, rather than 
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conciliatory strategies, held center stage. Here was Victorian emotional 
repression at a peak. For not only was anger to be shunned, but the 
early Victorian formula also held that one party was always to blame in 
any lapse: anger identified the bad person, which left the good, calm 
party free from responsibility. Anger showed bad character, pure and 
simple. And while occasional remarks suggested that men might not be 
as gentle as women because of men’s work responsibilities outside the 
home, there was no particular emphasis on a wife’s obligation to suffer 
anger in silence. The gender difference with regard to anger lay in the 
notion that men had to work to live up to standard while truly feminine 
women had an inherent gentleness that excluded even the need to exer- 
cise self-control. Correspondingly, though this was rarely explicitly 
stated, an angry woman was worse than an angry man.?! 

Anger between parents and children was condemned as thoroughly as 
that between spouses. Indeed, proper childrearing would so exclude 
anger as to create the personalities (presumably, particularly in women) 
that would later allow the marital standards to hold sway. Given grow- 
ing assumptions about childish innocence, it was thought that if parents 
controlled their own anger, children would not learn anger themselves. 
“I say to any father or mother, are you irritable, petulant? If so, begin 
this moment the work of subjugating your temper.” “Fretfulness and 
Ill temper in the parents are provocations.” Fortunately, self-control 
and, above all, maternal love, calm, and cheer could save the day; few 
manuals between 1830 and 1860 dwelled on childhood anger as a 
particular problem. In the event that parental models might fail, pre- 
scriptive writers offered uplifting children’s stories featuring George 
Washington’s efforts to control his temper and good boys who avoided 
responding angrily to taunts. But mother was key. “A mother must have 
great control over her own feelings, a calmness and composure of spirit 
not easily disturbed.” “And can a mother expect to govern her child, 
when she cannot govern herself?” T. S. Arthur, that ubiquitous advice 
giver of midcentury, put it more simply still: “As mother is, so will be 
children.” And the goals of avoiding or subjugating anger applied to 
boys as well as girls. When children were being discussed, emphasis on 
the bestiality of anger and its inappropriateness in family life took 
precedence over any effort to delineate gender traits. Anger was bad, 
and a good family would escape it. Correspondingly, though the connec- 
tion was not elaborately explored, anger in a husband or wife was 
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frequently blamed on a bad upbringing that left the individual “spoiled” 
or “capricious.” 2? 

As with anger and fear, so jealousy came under new scrutiny when 
early Victorians applied the familial lens to emotional standards. Re- 
definitions of this emotion had been anticipated in the earlier reevalua- 
tion of family emotionality, but because jealousy was not seen as posing 
the same kind of threat to family harmony as anger or fear, it received 
less articulate attention. But the implicit shift was considerable even so.”° 

In the first place, when jealousy was mentioned it was now focused 
primarily on love relationships, particularly among courting couples and 
married adults. (Children’s jealousy came in for little comment at this 
point.) Earlier ideas about jealousy in defense of honor or jealousy as a 
spur to righteous action (this last a recollection of the emotion’s original 
etymological link to zeal) simply disappeared amid the new concentra- 
tion on family emotionality. 

In the second place, romantic jealousy, when discussed, was now 
uniformly condemned. Earlier Western tradition had been ambivalent on 
this point. Some authorities, like Shakespeare in Othello, had attacked 
jealousy’s tendency to possess a person and poison a couple’s relation- 
ship, while others had praised jealousy’s capacity to add spice to love 
and even to bring about greater commitment in love. Amid early Victori- 
ans, ambivalence officially withdrew: when jealousy was formally as- 
sessed, it was condemned. For jealousy contradicted the purity of love, 
adding a selfish and possessive quality that fouled this now-precious 
emotion. “There is no real love where there is no abandon and complete 
confidence.” Love, whose “‘truest, purest, highest form is that of strong, 
unselfish affection blended with desire,” ‘‘ennobles” the individual; it is 
“the beautifier, the glorifier, the redeemer.” Marriage itself was “‘com- 
plete union of amity and love, of life and fortune, of interests and 
sympathies, of comfort and support, of desires and inclinations, of use- 
fulness and happiness, of joys and sorrows.” Small wonder, then, that 
popular commentary occasionally reminded middle-class readers of the 
dangers of jealousy. Godey’s Ladies Book ran a verse on “The Jealous 
Lover” in 1841, terming the emotion the “‘worst inmate of the breast; a 
fell tormentor thou, a double pest, wounding thy bosom by the self-same 
blow thy vengeance wreaks on the imputed foe.” An occasional story 
showed how baseless jealousy might ruin a romance while causing great 
personal agony. Young women’s jealousy of sisters or cousins who 
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were being courted occasionally set the theme for a moralizing fictional 
comment. In one case, a woman is briefly assailed by the ‘‘old demon in 
her breast” but rises above it, rejoicing to God for “awakening her to a 
nobler life and higher aims than that of mere self-gratification.” Because 
real love so obviously made jealousy unnecessary by the mutual devotion 
and selflessness it entailed, jealousy was seen as requiring far less atten- 
tion than anger. But the evils of jealousy, which could spoil love and 
prevent proper self-control, were quite similar. “We may even blight and 
blacken our happiness by jealousy, which is really an admission of our 
own inferiority, of our own cowardice and conceit.” %4 

Finally, early Victorian emotionology began a process by which jeal- 
ousy came to be viewed as a disproportionately female problem. To the 
extent that romantic jealousy had long been seen as a sign of weakness, 
this attribution had some precedent. Other traditional uses of jealousy, 
however, as in the pursuit of honor, had been disproportionately mascu- 
line. No more. Women’s family focus and their own sentimental, loving 
nature made them particularly susceptible. “As in matters of the heart in 
general, females are more susceptible to the passion than men.” By 
the same token, some popularizers argued that women should exercise 
particularly repressive vigilance: “Jealousy is, on several counts, more 
inexcusable in a woman than in a man.” Because women’s principal 
emotional contribution was selfless love, and because as a practical 
matter jealousy might drive a suitor or spouse away, women needed to 
keep their possessiveness under wraps. Other stories, while implicitly 
confirming jealousy as a female issue, suggested a bit more leniency. A 
housewife’s manual in 1858 described a woman’s growing jealousy of 
her husband’s preoccupation with work. She is ashamed of her feelings 
but grows increasingly distracted by them. Finally the husband becomes 
aware and includes her in his work (in appropriately simple terms). 
Jealousy in this case is not good, but it can be handled by a compassion- 
ate male response with the result that a marriage is recemented.*? When 
jealousy was considered female and therefore somewhat understandable, 
and when it might quietly enforce a couple’s unity, it was open to 
constructive adjustment. Here was another reason why, though officially 
reproved and considerably redefined, jealousy drew less concerted fire 
from Victorians, early and late, than did anger or fear. Again, the 
litmus was the impact on family ties, which in this case, in practice, 
proved modest. 
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Overall, the early Victorian emotional style was disarmingly simple, 
though potentially demanding. Building on the earlier focus on family 
ties, it also incorporated an initial reaction to the growing separation of 
work from home. However, although emotional life outside the family 
was evoked in references to life’s storms and the pressures on men as 
agents in this murky world, standards for nonfamilial emotions were not 
set. Real emotion meant family, and family meant solace and calm.*® 
Emotions that supported this, various forms of love being atop the 
list, were good and were praised without reservation. Emotions that 
threatened it were bad and were condemned. Adults were urged to 
restrain themselves and spare their children in this ominous second cat- 
egory. 

The result could be oppressive. Women especially were urged into a 
single, exiguous emotional mold: they must love, but they had no other 
legitimate emotional outlet. Anger, in particular, was denied them, and 
even fear had to be tightly controlled. At the same time, they encoun- 
tered some criticism for disproportionate emotionality, a vague claim 
that nonetheless served as an additional constraint. But men had severe 
emotional chores as well, even though their emotional nature was not so 
narrowly defined. For both genders, difficult emotions were degraded as 
bestial or animal-like, and loss of control harked back to demonic pos- 
session. 

Whether this culture’s prescriptions were thoroughly repressive might 
be debated, for the early Victorian style certainly did not seek to limit all 
emotion, nor are we certain about readers’ actual acceptance of prescrip- 
tive advice. Yet, while the standards added up in principle to a tidy 
package, from childish innocence to marital and parental harmony, their 
very idealism invited dismay over sordid realities. These standards led to 
criticism of emotional reactions by other family members and, even 
more, to criticism of one’s own impulses, with repressive consequences. 
Quite apart from the obvious attack on “bad” emotions, the sanctity of 
harmony and the drumbeat emphasis on serenity offered emotional 
rewards of a sort, but also a deadening uniformity—and they put a 
serious damper on any emotional flare. 

Important elements of the initial Victorian formula persisted into 
later nineteenth-century emotionology, including some of its gender im- 
plications and the real tensions between emotionality and a longed-for 
calm. But the early Victorian statement was not the final word. From 
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the later 1840s onward, new ingredients were blended in. The mature 
Victorian emotional style, which would in most respects persist into the 
early twentieth century, inserted previous emotional standards into a 
much more complex amalgam. Family no longer ruled so completely, 
though its special domain was acknowledged, and the primacy of tran- 
quillity yielded to a growing delight in appropriately targeted emotional 
intensity. The Victorians became increasingly, though selectively, pas- 
sionate. 


Mature Victorianism: The Uses of Dangerous Emotions 


One general index of mature Victorianism emerged about midcentury, 
when standard setters displayed a growing interest in putting dangerous 
emotions to good use. The bad-good dichotomy remained, still defined 
mainly by compatibility with family solidarity, but the later Victorians 
became more interested in emotional challenge and emotional motiva- 
tion, and this caused them to reevaluate desirable emotional range. 

The emergence of a more nuanced approach to anger was a key 
component in this change. Even in the early period, a few advice writers, 
while hewing to the party line on anger as a family scourge, suggested 
that complete absence of anger was undesirable in men. William Alcott 
wrote, “I should not envy those, who were so indifferent—so wanting 
in sensibility —as never to have a single feeling of displeasure”; and he 
criticized those who felt that the best temper was one “incapable” of 
being moved. A story in Peterson’s drove home a similar point, as a 
young wife mused that “Tom was spirited and quick-tempered— great, 
loving hearted men always are.” ?7 

From the late 1840s—T. S. Arthur’s 1848 manuals for young men 
and women signaled some of the change—these themes were more 
explicitly picked up, as Victorian culture developed a new ambiguity 
where anger was concerned. The basic message was simple, though its 
ramifications were potentially complex: anger was a bad emotion at 
home, but it was a vital emotion in the world of work and politics. 
Women should remain anger free, in keeping with their domestic roles, 
but men were set the challenging task of curbing their anger within the 
family while utilizing its potential to spur actions necessary to competi- 
tion or social justice. At the same time, invocations of childish innocence 
began to decline as popularizers saw a real and vital natural anger that, 
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at least in men, must be tamed without being excised. Darwinian find- 
ings played a role in this redefinition of childhood from the 1860s 
onward, as popular literature began to acknowledge a “natural”? anger 
that must be confronted, not simply preached away.”® 

Some early Victorian advice persisted, notably in the constant concern 
that parents curb their anger in dealing with children. Emotional control 
remained essential, and it was up to parents to initiate this control by 
regulating their reactions. 

Anger could still be excoriated, though the demonic imagery tended 
to fade. And while family harmony remained a crucial reason for anger 
control, the justifications now broadened to a wider social realm. Anger 
was now a public problem as well, a shift that would be extended 
further after 1920. Thus childish anger necessitates serious “counsel and 
punishment, an atmosphere of grief and disapproval,” for it can lead to 
“wars, rapine and misery.” “Anger is not lovely,” and children’s rages 
create such ugly physical symptoms that the person seems “a child no 
longer, but a creature under demoniacal possession.” Children must not 
be permitted to gain anything by showing anger, for they must learn 
to solve problems by other means. Motherlove was still invoked, but 
childrearing manuals began to pay more attention to practical advice on 
how to avoid irritations and insufficient sleep. Etiquette books, in con- 
trast to family advice manuals, continued to stress the importance of 
temper control, particularly avoiding arguments and monitoring conver- 
sational style.*? 

The crucial revision, however, involved the notion of anger’s use- 
fulness. Even the etiquette books distinguished between polite conversa- 
tion (“general society”) and other social settings, such as earnest discus- 
sions with friends. Other literature, however, suggested the crucial 
norms more clearly. Horatio Alger’s books on work and mobility urged 
the importance of aggressive, competitive behavior, in which serenity 
had little place. Darwinians like G. Stanley Hall simultaneously con- 
demned anger’s destructive potential, even its threat to physical health, 
while also urging that “a certain choleric vein gives zest and force to all 
acts.” In the same vein, early in the twentieth century the American 
Institute of Child Life warned against anger in a pamphlet directed 
toward the parental role in temper control, while simultaneously ventur- 
ing that the emotion should be “a great and diffuse power in life, making 
it strenuous, giving zest to the struggle for power and rising to righteous 
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indignation.” Boys’ stories and children’s advice literature pushed the 
same theme: “the strenuous soul must fight or grow stagnant or flabby”; 
“better even an occasional nose dented by a fist ... than stagnation, 
general cynicism and censoriousness, bodily and psychic cowardice.” A 
child-study manual in 1903 took up a similar view toward anger and 
fighting; a boy with no tendency to fight would be unnatural, a “‘nonen- 
tity”: for, in the long run, “competition is a form of fighting that is very 
permanent all their life.” Pushing more toward social justice, the Na- 
tional Congress of Mothers urged girls to maintain good cheer and 
prepare a tranquil home but wanted mothers to school their sons in 
“righteous indignation”; for with such training, even a violent temper 
can be a “splendid force” providing “royal service.” °° 

The key was proper control and direction, which gained pride of 
place over the earlier blanket cautions. Parents were urged to react 
strictly to defiant childish anger but to avoid breaking their sons’ spirits. 
Stories showed boys angrily attacking bullies and other legitimate tar- 
gets, while sports such as boxing were specifically recommended as an 
ideal means of preserving anger while channeling it into healthy activity. 
The goal was to teach controlled use, so that properly socialized adults 
would be masters of a fund of anger, with the experience to target it 
appropriately. In the mid-1890s G. Stanley Hall approvingly cited a 
teacher who argued for more anger in schools, in precisely this spirit: 
“There is a point where patience ceases to be a moral or pedagogical 
virtue but becomes mere flabbiness.” Into the 1920s childrearing manu- 
als combined sincere condemnations of anger’s role in crime and vio- 
lence, which should be prevented by proper discipline and large doses of 
maternal affection, with praise for anger’s role in motivating and ener- 
gizing. Here, the emotion had value for individual and society alike: “If 
he is stirred, if he reacts powerfully, out of that very stirring may come 
achievements and performance of a high level.” 31 

Along with the reassessment of anger, fear was also reevaluated from 
the late 1840s onward. The early Victorian admonitions against using 
fear to discipline persisted, but they were now supplemented by active 
praise for the fearless child. In 1847 Horace Bushnell urged that children 
must not be taught to fear parent or God, but he added a new and 
explicit note on the “natural state of courage” that children could utilize 
in their familial and religious lives. Not merely absence of terror, but 
active courage now served as the goal, and while parental caution played 
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a role in developing this more active emotional stance, it must be supple- 
mented by children’s own encounter with, and triumph over, the power 
of fear. Family writers rarely expounded on this theme at great length. 
T. S. Arthur’s uplifting but curt appeal, “Train up your children to be 
virtuous and fearless. Moral courage is one of the surest safeguards of 
virtue,” °? was a characteristic sample. Yet the idea of active engagement 
with fear as a source and test of emotional bravery became an increas- 
ingly common staple. 

The same theme resounded in popular boys’ fiction through the last 
two-thirds of the nineteenth century. Oliver Optic, one of the most 
widely sold writers in the boyhood genre, offered a representative story: 
a lad stops a plunging horse, shrieking lady atop, without considering 
his own danger. He has had neither time nor wish for deliberation, but 
he has emerged with a new kind of emotional confidence. “He was a 
boy who would not fight even in self-defense, but he had the courage to 
do a deed which might have made the stoutest heart tremble with 
terror.” Harry Castlemon’s boy in the pilot house exhibits similar brav- 
ery: “We have seen that he felt fear. Had it been otherwise he must have 
possessed nerves of steel, or have been utterly destitute of the power of 
reasoning; but that fear did not so completely overpower him as it had 
but a short time before. ... On the contrary, it nerved him to make the 
greatest exertions.” Courage involved control over emotion amid great 
intensity. Fear became an essential experience in the inculcation and 
testing of bravery.’ 

In the aftermath of the Civil War, military settings routinely drove 
the message home in boys’ stories. An injured lad was urged to “keep up 
a good heart.... A little pluck does more for a wound than a good 
many bandages.” Invocations of mother and prayer provided the basis 
for courage in this and other cases. In another instance, a boy faces a 
mad dog, “cool and courageous in the moment of danger,” then in a 
later trembling reaction realizes that a kindly God had sustained him.°4 

Fear differed from anger, of course, in that its role in character 
development was more indirect. Whereas anger could be usefully chan- 
neled, fear had no direct utility. Its role was more subtle, providing the 
test that allowed males to learn their own moral and emotional courage. 
The links between fear and anger were nevertheless real. Both emotions 
provided moments of great intensity vital to effective living. Both could 
be used for motivation and moral development, if properly mastered. 
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The spirited Victorian boy was one who did not avoid fear, but faced it 
and triumphed over it, while using anger as a spur to action.*» 

The connection between fear and anger showed clearly in the evolu- 
tion of the word “sissy,” which by 1900 had clearly come to mean an 
effeminate boy who was too cowardly or unaggressive or both. The 
word had been coined in the 1840s as an affectionate term for “sister,” 
but in the 1880s it began to become a derisive term for spineless boys 
and men, almost exclusively in the United States.*° 

As the role of fear evolved in the Victorian emotional lexicon, it was 
seen as less problematic. While parents were still reminded not to 
frighten infants unnecessarily, no elaborate discussions were considered 
necessary. Most late Victorian prescriptive writers, like Felix Adler (the 
last popular childrearing manualist who wrote in an almost purely Vic- 
torian mold), assumed that older children could learn essential goals 
through literary example and appropriate parental advice. The goal was 
moral courage, an emotional resource that could overcome physical 
cowardice and so conquer the “paralyzing” effect of fear “by a powerful 
effort of the will.” Character training, derived from good reading and 
good teachers, would do the trick.°” 

The Victorian reversals on fear and anger were not matched by a 
revised outlook on jealousy. Because this emotion was more feminine 
and more fully attached to love, earlier warnings largely prevailed, tem- 
pered by some practical advice on the need to help a partner overcome 
jealousy by reassurance. Even with jealousy, however, the later Victori- 
ans evinced a strange, almost anachronistic fascination with emotional 
power that, without establishing a really new emotionology, was linked 
to the larger preoccupation with intensity. 

Typically, the setting was a murder trial in which a man had killed 
the lover of his wife or fiancée. The period between 1859 (the Daniel 
Sickles trial) and about 1900 saw a series of such courtroom dramas, 
widely publicized and greeted by general popular acclaim, in which well 
and expensively defended men argued that jealousy had overcome them 
to the extent that they could no longer control their actions. While the 
specific defense rested on loss of control and technical insanity, the 
larger argument suggested that here was another emotion whose power 
could lead to just and vigorous action. “For jealousy is the rage of a 
man; therefore he will not spare in the day of vengeance. . . . Those who 
dishonor husbands are here warned of their doom... . Jealousy, which 
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defies and bears down all restraint, whether it be what we technically 
call insanity or not, is akin to it. It enslaves the injured husband, and 
vents itself in one result, which seems to be inevitable and unavoidable.” 
So argued the successful attorney for Daniel McFarland, whose acquittal 
in 1870 won warm approval from hundreds of well-wishers. Daniel 
Sickles’s lawyer, while duly noting how jealousy took possession of his 
client like a “consuming fire,” similarly pointed to the justness of jeal- 
ousy: “He would have been false to the instincts of humanity if that rage 
of jealousy had not taken possession of him.” Here, too, the jury ac- 
cepted the plea.?° 

The mature Victorian emotional style accepted and admired the 
power of passion, for this emotional arsenal underlay the strong wills 
and vigorous actions that identified good and successful male character 
and that yielded positive economic and political results. Untrammeled 
passion that mastered a person’s reason was not acceptable; in this 
regard the use of jealousy defenses, rare in any event, was genuinely 
exceptional—though this exception may be explained by the role of 
jealousy in protecting home and family. But where emotions brought fire 
to the person who controlled them, and where they entailed no disrup- 
tion to a calm and loving family, they were positively courted. Manage- 
ment, not repression, was the key, so that dangerous emotions were kept 
in their proper place—largely away from the hearth—and used to 
achieve rationally chosen ends. 


Love 


Later Victorianism also built growing fervor into the vision of love, 
particularly romantic love. This was another area in which intensity 
won active support, here involving women equally with men. The early 
Victorian definition of romantic passion was not fully revised, as were 
those of anger and fear. But there was change, as calm sentimentality 
was supplemented by a transcendent emotional charge. 

Continued emphasis on motherlove formed part of the framework for 
the growing attention to emotional goals between the sexes. Its potent 
impact on boys as well as girls established a link between motherlove 
and children’s ability to form deep affective ties. In fulfilling her varied 
special tasks—‘“‘it is the province of the mother, to cultivate the af- 
fections” mother set standards for all her offspring. As Catharine 
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Beecher put it, “the mother holds, as it were, the hearts of her children 
in her hand.” And while mothers offered a host of qualities, including 
serenity and morality, the central ingredient was “‘disinterested love, . . . 
ready to sacrifice everything at the altar of affection.” Not only family 
but also the community and the wider world would be transformed by 
this deep, redeeming passion. As Mother’s Magazine gushed, “Love— 
flowing from the hidden spring in a mother’s heart ... [flows] deeper 
and wider as it goes, till neighborhood, friends, and country are re- 
freshed by its living waters.” Instructing by example, the mother 
“teaches our hearts the first lesson of love. . . around [her] our affections 
twine and closely and surely, as the young vine clasps itself about the 
branch that supports it: our love for [her] becomes so thoroughly a part 
and portion of ourselves, that it bids defiance to time and decay.” 
Children of a loving mother would come to “revere her as the earthly 
type of perfect love .. . they cannot but desire to conform themselves to 
such models.” 3? 

Motherlove was intense; it knew no bounds. It was “untiring,” “‘im- 
perishable,” ‘“‘unquenchable,” and “‘irrepressible.”’ Its very intensity im- 
printed the mother indelibly on her offspring: “Yes! You will live in 
your children.” “Working like nature... she... sends forth from [her] 
heart, in pure and temperate flow, the life-giving current ... her warm 
affections and irrepressible sympathies.” The religiouslike qualities of 
this love were no accident; they were deliberately signaled by many 
advice writers, evangelical and secular alike. 

As with other intense emotions, motherlove required self-control. 
While expressions of love itself could be fervent, a more generalized 
emotionality was not recommended; mothers must be calm, avoid anger, 
shun displays of fear. Here, too, at least in the domestic realm, moth- 
erlove showed its relationship to the broader Victorian emotional style: 
“We must bring our own feelings and our own actions under a rigid 
system of discipline, or it will be in vain for us to hope to curb the 
passions and restrain the conduct of those who are looking to us for 
instruction and example.” The resulting tension between praise for 
women’s natural, perfervid emotional endowment and suspicion of 
women’s potentially excessive emotionality was never fully resolved. 
Maternal self-control was essential in conveying the good qualities of 
motherlove to the child without the complications of idiosyncratic emo- 
tionality or disconcerting emotional expressions. Intensity should under- 
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lie, not dominate. Here, too, the relationship with the general Victorian 
style was apparent in the recommendation that natural impulse combine 
with focus and control.*° 

Along with the growing emphasis on men’s ability to utilize anger 
and fear, masculine emotion was increasingly connected to motherlove 
in middle-class popular culture in the later nineteenth century. (Girls 
required less attention because they presumably shared their mothers’ 
natural emotional endowment and easily followed the maternal model.) 
A standard popular story, common in boys’ fiction and adult fiction 
alike, involved men who strayed from home in youth or young adult- 
hood, sometimes causing their mothers great pain in the process, but 
who retained the fervent image of motherlove throughout their wander- 
ings, only to find how it sustained them and ultimately brought them to 
redemption. Love, here, was salvation. Even at his most reprobate, the 
young man retained his mother’s love as “the only humanized portion 
of my heart.... I shall never be an infidel while I can remember my 
mother.” Many men wrote to women’s magazines precisely in this vein, 
carrying fiction into fact: S., for example, recalled how his mother’s love 
and prayers brought about his religious conversion, bringing salvation 
quite literally. In a lower key, the same message was transmitted in boys’ 
stories that referred to mother and prayer in the same breath, as sustain- 
ers in the face of fear.*! 

The sublimity of mother’s love was echoed in the growing literature 
on love between man and woman. In all the advice literature in the later 
nineteenth century, motherlove contrasted with, although it did not 
necessarily preclude, sexual attraction. As Eliza Duffey claimed in The 
Relation of the Sexes, while granting the importance of sexuality, “Is it 
not possible that there may be a love strong enough and abiding enough, 
untinged by [sexual] passion, to hold a husband and wife firm and fast 
in its bonds, and leave them little to desire? I believe it; I know it.” “I 
believe in marriage all through—the soul, the mind, the heart, and the 
body, and I would make the last the weakest and least indispensable 
tie.” And the popular medical adviser Henry Chavesse added: “But 
while we thus speak of pure and passionate love, we may refer to the 
animal passion, which in no way is akin to love.” The phrenologist 
Orson Fowler tried his hand at the same topic, distinguishing love from 
mere physical attraction. “True love ... appertains mainly to ... this 
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cohabitation of soul with a soul.... It is this spiritual affinity of the 
mental masculine and feminine for each other.” ** Religiouslike intensity 
was love’s hallmark, though proper incorporation of physical expression 
was allowable. Popularizers disagreed about how openly to acknowl- 
edge sex in the equation, but they united in distinguishing love from sex 
and in highlighting the soulful fervor of love. 

Writers addressing women sometimes presented the goals of love with 
a special gender twist. Because of their sacrificing, maternal propensities, 
women could more readily live up to the love ideals than men, whose 
greater carnality was a constant distraction. Again, Eliza Duffey: 
“Women are not like men in sensual matters. They ... do not love lust 
for lust’s sake. Passion must be accompanied ... with the tender graces 
of kindness and . . . self-denial or they are quickly disgusted.” “Women 
... have more of the motherly nature than the conjugal about them.” 43 
But beneath the agreed-upon focus on a transcendent, essentially spiri- 
tual, certainly selfless love, there was disagreement over women’s sexual- 
ity among the Victorian popularizers. Stories in the women’s magazines 
frequently addressed the ennobling power of love, but they did not 
necessarily distinguish men from women in this emotional area, and they 
were widely read by both genders. Furthermore, advice literature di- 
rected to middle-class men picked up the same focus on fervent, spiritual 
love. A religious tract noted: “Love is the secret element or power in 
universal life,” with spiritual love serving as “the bond of wedded souls 
in heaven.” A few popularizers commented not only on men’s dis- 
tracting sensuality, which caused men to spoil love by failing to disci- 
pline lust, but also on their tendency to lapse from the most fervent 
devotion after marriage or their failure to show deep feeling in contrast 
to women’s greater frankness. “Men who feel deeply, show little of their 
deepest feelings.” But this motif had been common even in the early 
Victorian decades, and after about 1850, the male control/female fervor 
theme became too simple. T. S. Arthur noted that men and women loved 
different objects because of their different natures but claimed that the 
love itself was equally deep. Love is “‘the richest treasure of our nature, 
the most human, and yet the most divine, of our aspirations.” As Freder- 
ick Saunders put it, pure and refined love is “unequaled by any other 
emotion.” “When there is great love, and it is shared by two ... every 
difficulty is cleared away, and concord ends by hoisting its banner over 
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a man’s house”; “love is the strength of strengths.” Arthur himself noted 
how love perfected both genders through the “mystical and holy” union 
it provided.” 

Love was, for mature Victorian culture, a universal emotional solvent. 
Properly spiritual, it knew no bounds. It united the otherwise different 
emotional natures of men and women in deep communion. It constituted 
one of life’s greatest goals. Here, as Karen Lystra has pointed out, is 
decisive evidence of the central role of open, intense emotion in Victo- 
rian culture. In discussions of love the Victorians built on an eighteenth- 
century definition as they castigated not only selfishness but also re- 
straint. The pleasure of love lay in openness, revelation, and, ultimately, 
the emotional transcendence involved in union with the other. More 
even than motherlove, this definition of romantic love (and some Victo- 
rians disputed the term “romantic” as too prosaic) required no limits. 
Even publications by previously dour religious groups, like the Pitts- 
burgh Presbyterians, carried love’s banner with poems about couples in 
a swirling mountaintop fog, “their pale cheeks joined.” * Love became 
a panacea. 


Grief 


Victorian engagement with emotional intensity showed clearly in the 
embrace of grief. Grief was, in the first place, a vital component in the 
cultural arsenal. It was frequently discussed, a staple not only of story 
but also of song. Grief was heartrending, as Paul Rosenblatt has demon- 
strated.*© The depth of grief followed directly, in fact, from the emphasis 
on great love, for Victorian convention held that even the temporary 
absence of a loved one was a real sorrow. As Nathaniel Hawthorne put 
it in a letter to Sarah Peabody in 1840: “Where thou art not, there it is a 
sort of death.” Death itself, correspondingly, would move one to the 
core. Despite its pain, the essence of grief was a vital part of Victorian 
emotional life. Children were prepared for it by frequent references, 
while adults developed various conventions to permit its open expres- 
sion. In its intensity and its link to love, grief indeed could have a 
bittersweet quality: immensely sad, but almost a welcome part of a full 
emotional experience. It could express and enrich the very love Victorian 
culture sought. As a Protestant minister put it in a family advice manual 
of 1882: “It may truly be said that no home ever reaches its highest 
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blessedness and sweetness of love and its richest fullness of joy till 
sorrow enters its life in some way.” 47 

Efforts to present grief and death to children in a benign though 
sorrowful context continued through the later nineteenth century.*® In 
McGuffy’s Fourth Eclectic Reader (1866), sixteen of twenty-nine “‘poeti- 
cal lessons” dealt with death, including one entitled “What Is Death?”’: 


Child. Mother, how still the baby lies. 
I cannot hear his breath; 

I cannot see his laughing eyes; 

They tell me this is death. 

They say that he again will rise, 

More beautiful than now; 

That God will bless him in the skies; 
O mother, tell me how. 


In this case, the mother responds with the image of a butterfly emerging 
from a lifeless chrysalis. In other poems, again in school readers, the 
dominant theme was the reunion of loved ones after death in heaven. 


Oh. we pray to meet our darling 
For a long, long, sweet embrace. 
Where the little feet are waiting — 
And we meet her face to face. 


Tragic death scenes remained commonplace in stories for children, as 
they were asked to live through the sorrows of illness and passing while 
being assured that an outpouring of emotion was valid and ultimately 
healthy: “‘Elsie’s grief was deep and lasting. She sorrowed as she might 
have done for the loss of a very dear brother, ... a half remorseful 
feeling which reason could not control or entirely relieve; and it was 
long ere she was quite her own bright, gladsome sunny self again.” 
Louisa May Alcott wrote of a sister’s “bitter cry of an unsubmissive 
sorrow,” of “sacred moments, when heart talked to heart in the silence 
of the night, turning affliction to a blessing, which chastened grief and 
strengthened love.” *? Mother’s assurances, repeated references to pro- 
tecting angels, and the increasing theme of familial reunion in heaven all 
linked the power of grief to hope and love; but the power was not 
evaded. Stories of death were now disengaged from fear and from moral 
admonitions about life’s transiency to become part of the characteristic 
Victorian emotional style, in which intense emotions served as a desir- 
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able part of life and, ultimately, an enhancement of human ties. The 
starkness of death disappeared under sentimental overlays in these por- 
trayals, but the inescapability, even the benefit, of a period of deep grief 
was generally confirmed. 

The same themes pervaded popular parlor songs in the Victorian 
decades. The 1839 song “Near the Lake Where Droop’d the Willow” 
became an immense success in American concerts and inspired several 
decades of imitations. The song focused on a girl loved in youth, who 
had died long ago: 


Mingled were our hearts forever, long time ago; 
Can I now forget her? Never. No, lost one, no. 

To her grave these tears are given, ever to flow, 
She’s the star I missed from heaven, long time ago.°° 


In contrast to eighteenth-century songs about death, which were set in 
the artificial pastoral world of shepherds and written in the third person, 
Victorian grief songs were personal and immediate. Death and its after- 
math became a field for emotional exploration. Minstrel shows dealt 
with the emotions of death, often without much reference to plot or 
character. Deathbed scenes, the emotional ties between dead and living, 
and the idea of ultimate reunion in heaven all figured prominently. 
Literally hundreds of songs about dying girls were published, particu- 
larly in the 1860s, when they obviously served as a combination of focus 
for and distraction from the terrors of the Civil War: “Wait for me at 
heaven’s gate, Sweet Belle Mahone”; “Though we may meet no more on 
earth, Thou shalt be mine above”; “Angels guard her with your wings. 
... Bid her dream love-dreams of me—Till I come, sleep, Eulalie.” But 
along with the sentimentalized heaven came real sorrow on earth, with 
frequent emotion-laden visits to the cemetery: “Im kneeling by thy 
grave, Katy Darling; This world is all a bleak place to me”; “All night I 
sat upon her grave, And sorely I did cry.”’*! 


Oh, a huge great grief I’m bearing, 
Though I scarce can heave a sigh, 

And I’Il ever be dreaming, Katy Darling, 
Of thy love ev’ry day till I die.>? 


The pervasive themes of grief and pathos formed an important part 
of Victorian culture, making the sorrow of bereavement seem natural, 
even desirable, though also to some degree consolable. Grief could soar, 
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as love did. At the risk of trivializing grief (and certainly Christian 
doctrines concerning the afterlife), Victorian emotional culture em- 
braced this sorrow openly, returning to it with almost endless fascina- 
tion at least until the final decades of the nineteenth century. 


Victorian Intensity 


No single work, either expert or popular, conveniently summed up 
Victorian emotional culture. In examining the real though complex con- 
sistency of the amalgam that emerged after 1850, we are piecing together 
a wholeness that the Victorians themselves did not explicitly encounter. 
One result of the patchwork approach to popular presentations of Victo- 
rian emotional style was, inevitably, a host of inconsistencies. For exam- 
ple, men as well as women were urged to have intense emotions, and yet 
Victorian statements could imply that male superiority rested directly in 
the ability to control and suppress emotions. This inconsistency doubt- 
less reflected some genuine ambiguity about how to defend gender goals 
in the emotional arena. Anachronistic standards also continued to in- 
trude, including an occasional epitaph or story designed to discipline 
children through fear of untimely demise. 

Nevertheless, once the transition away from the simpler emotional 
view of the early Victorians was complete, advice literature, mainstream 
Protestant sermons, and moralistic popular fiction presented a fairly 
uniform picture about anger, fear, jealousy, grief, and love. There were 
no clear dissenting voices in the most widely read directives. An evangeli- 
cal segment, to be sure, maintained a somewhat more traditional view 
of discipline through fear as part of their religious stance. Utopian 
communities also dissented, though less directly. In arguing for coopera- 
tiveness instead of competition, they did not adopt the mature Victorian 
idea of channeled anger. Nor did they countenance intense love as a 
means of joining a couple (and therefore emotionally isolating it from 
the community). On the other hand, they actually intensified the new 
view of jealousy in arguing against possessiveness, including sexual pos- 
sessiveness.-> These subcultures, both of which related to the main- 
stream middle class, must not be forgotten. 

Nor, of course, should the class base of the dominant Victorian 
emotional style be lost from sight. Popularizers intended their wares for 
all readers, but there is no question that their emphasis was class based. 
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As we will see in the following chapter, evidence suggests that many 
Victorians translated their emotional culture into assumptions that 
lower classes and immigrants were incapable of the finer feelings it 
embodied. Victorian emotional style became part of a cultural arsenal 
that allowed middle-class publicists both to preach at the lower classes, 
confident of the superiority of their emotional standards, and also to 
condemn them for failing to live up to the necessary control or to 
express the ethereal qualities of true love. While the Victorian style did 
not address alternative norms, which testifies both to substantial middle- 
class agreement on goals and to the dominant cultural position of the 
middle class, there is no reason to assume that it displaced various 
working-class and ethnic alternatives or that the Victorians really ex- 
pected it to do so. The history of ethnic and lower-class emotionologies, 
immensely desirable, has yet to be written, though some material on 
expressions of parental and romantic love warns us not to expect total 
differentiation.>* 

At any rate, a surprisingly coherent emotional culture was purveyed 
to the middle class during the second half or two-thirds of the nineteenth 
century. The culture had two main foci: the need for control, for direct- 
ing emotional fervor to appropriate ends; but also the need for intensity, 
for the spark necessary to a full life and to the functions essential in 
modern society. Emotional excess was obviously condemned, but so was 
emotional flaccidity. The Victorians sought, as basic ingredients of good 
character, the capacity for deep feeling along with the capacity to direct 
that feeling to appropriate targets. 


Regional and Gender Variants 


Agreement on the goal of controlled intensity allowed major features of 
the Victorian emotional style to transcend, though not to obliterate, two 
key cultural divisions within the nineteenth-century middle class: region 
and gender. It is not yet possible to offer definitive statements about 
these segmenting factors, particularly where region is concerned; but it 
is possible to suggest how emotionology relates to the larger cultural 
debates involved. 

Recent work on gender and family has revived the question of the 
distinctiveness of southern culture, particularly around the middle of 
the nineteenth century. Regionalists appropriately insist that too many 


The Victorian Style 43 


“American” studies, even when carefully confined to the middle class, 
have relied disproportionately on materials from the Northeast. It is 
unquestionably true that most of the advice literature and popular maga- 
zines privileged authors from New England, the Midwest, and the Mid- 
dle Atlantic states. But several important studies on middle-class values 
in the South have argued that families in this group read much of this 
material and shared many similar goals.°> The principal features of 
Victorian emotional culture also suggest that there were more shared 
standards, stemming in part from shared reading, than images of hot- 
blooded Rhett Butlers and calculating New England moneychangers 
might suggest. While further research explicitly focused on the South is 
essential, it is clear that regional factors affected but did not hopelessly 
entangle the Victorian style. 

Southern distinctiveness did shine through in emotional criteria that 
related to honor. While Americans generally could still resonate to jeal- 
ous intensity in defense of honor (at least when the intensity involved 
men disputing the sexual activities of “their” women), southern stan- 
dards were more single-minded than was true in the rest of the nation. 
Thus southerners preserved habits of dueling or at least fighting in order 
to vent their jealous reactions against the claims or slights of others. 
Men sought to redress wives’ infidelity through private, emotionally 
charged action, as southern law castigated any “‘degrading” behavior on 
women’s part. Courtship rivalries were common. The law in southern 
states articulated the idea that jealousy could legitimately excuse vio- 
lence, well past the point at which northern states began to rein in 
this particular emotional approach to justifiable homicide and crimes 
of passion.*® 

Some historians have argued that southern culture supported passion- 
ateness in general, not just passion related to gender and honor. Michael 
Barton, for example, in an impressive analysis of letters by Civil War 
soldiers, concludes that the upper class in the South displayed an emo- 
tional articulateness and vivacity that markedly contrast with the care- 
ful, almost disembodied control that ran through letters by Union sol- 
diers from virtually all social groups. He concludes, not surprisingly, 
that emotional style constituted one additional arena in which, whether 
they knew it or not, southerners and northerners disagreed.°’ Again, the 
existing state of research does not permit decisive dismissal of Barton’s 
approach,°® though most available evidence points in the other direction. 
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Southern Victorians wanted control along with their passion—this was 
one of the changes in upper-class culture in Virginia by the early nine- 
teenth century, as Rhys Isaacs has shown. And, as I have insisted, 
northerners wanted passion along with their control. It is probable, in 
fact, that differences in emotional culture were greater in the colonial 
period than in the nineteenth century, precisely because many southern- 
ers came to accept the idea of targeting emotionality more carefully 
while northerners rediscovered the usefulness of channeled anger and 
insisted on the delights of soaring love.°” 

Southern families, in the middle and upper classes, certainly shared 
with their northern counterparts an interest in respect and obedience 
from children, which logically led to some emotional constraint. But 
they did not seek abject docility, and fathers seem generally to have 
aimed at a rapport in which sons could discern the legitimacy of appro- 
priate emotion, including affection. Dickson Bruce, while emphasizing 
some distinctive southern features, notes an ambivalence toward passion 
in the South—a desire to promote strong emotional attachment to 
family and a belief in the legitimacy of a passionate nature combined 
with a real concern lest emotion overwhelm reason. The same ambiva- 
lence, defined as an attempt to juggle control and intensity, effectively 
describes the emotional style of the Victorian North. Middle-class fami- 
lies in both regions generated a related ambivalence toward male vio- 
lence. After the greater pacifism of early Victorianism, northern child- 
rearing manuals (often read in southern cities as well) stressed the 
necessity of encouraging the emotional impulses that would lead boys to 
fight when the goals were just. Southern culture similarly taught its boys 
that, while sheer hot-headedness represented a fatal loss of control, 
violence was often inescapable.© 

It is wrong to assume either a southern nonchalance about restraint 
or a northern emotional turgidity, or both. Northerners were a bit more 
wary of jealousy than southerners seem to have been, though there was 
some inconsistency even in the North. Both regions valued targeted 
anger, though northerners might speak more about its uses in competi- 
tion than in defense of honor. Both regions claimed adherence to ideals 
of love, and both showed some acceptance of its concomitant, intense 
grief. Soldiers from both regions displayed intense and unembarrassed 
family affection. While northern Civil War soldiers tended to conceal 
emotions experienced in battle from their wives and mothers, they wrote 
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more freely of their fear and their efforts at courage to their fathers, so 
that even here the idea of uniform emotional control is off the mark. 
Thus Charles Francis Adams, in the best boys’ story fashion, wrote 
proudly of his first response to combat, when he displayed “a vigor and 
power which, under the circumstances, I had never hoped [I] pos- 
sessed.” 6! Such articulations of the concept of facing and mastering fear 
were also common in southerners’ accounts. 

The Victorian emotional style crossed regional boundaries in the 
nineteenth century. Later developments, in which southern culture 
proved more durably wed to Victorian standards than was true in the 
North, reopened gaps between the regions for a time, and these later 
differences help explain contemporary scholarly confusion about re- 
gional differences in the nineteenth century itself. 

If Victorian popularizers dwelt little on regional factors, they were 
profuse in identifying emotional differences between the genders— 
again, particularly after the somewhat androgynous early Victorian in- 
terlude. No summary of emotional style can ignore the profound con- 
trast between the standards assigned to men and those applied to 
women. In fact, Victorian emotional standards depended explicitly on 
gender differences. Women were supposed to supply an emotional 
charge that men lacked while accepting men’s greater rational sense as a 
constraint; and at the same time men needed women to help them 
achieve certain kinds of control that they might naturally lack. Only 
through the very different contributions of both genders could the twin 
goals of passion and restraint be met. Yet despite these contrasts, the 
underlying goal of emotional intensity under control did apply to men 
and women alike. 

Unquestionably, the passion/control dualism in the mature Victorian 
emotional style applied most literally to men. While women were clearly 
regarded as “more emotional,” both in popularized literature and in 
scientific renderings such as those of psychologist G. Stanley Hall, actual 
discussions of emotional force concentrated on men. Anger was regarded 
as unfeminine in women, but men were supposed to be able to use anger. 
Children’s stories, such as the Uncle Wiggily books popular during the 
early decades of the twentieth century, routinely assumed the sweetness 
of little girls (whether in human or in personified animal form) while 
often noting temper problems of boys. The result was a clear image of 
girls as emotionally preferable; but, translated to adulthood, the same 
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imagery held that men had far more drive. Correspondingly, the boy or 
man lacking the emotional spur was shockingly feminine, a sissy. Simi- 
larly, within marriage, while popular literature occasionally cited the 
justified wrath of a much-abused wife and certainly commended patient 
husbands, the dominant tone urged particular care on the female side. 
Within the sacred confines of family, men were supposed to keep their 
temper, but it was acknowledged that their nature and their cares at 
work might expose some rough edges. Women were much better suited 
to the kind of self-control necessary to keep the home a tranquil place. 
“If there isn’t one person in the house who simply shoulders more than 
his share and goes on quietly saying nothing about it, there are going to 
be friction and unhappiness” —and that one person was characteristi- 
cally the wife, particularly in depictions after 1850. More simply put, 
“the average American girl believes that womanly, domestic methods 
are most effective.” And more directly still, from an early Victorian 
address to young ladies, “An enraged woman [is] one of the most 
disgusting sights in nature’—a theme that etiquette books repeated 
through the century.®* Whether this devotion to calm followed from 
women’s real lack of anger or simply from their greater effort at self- 
control was not always clear, but the message came through regardless: 
women had no legitimate need for anger. All the devices developed to 
ritualize channeling that were urged on middle-class families, particu- 
larly aggressive sports like boxing, were concentrated on boys; girls 
remained confined to the anger-free models developed early in the Victo- 
rian period. 

The passionate encounter with fear was another male preserve. Nine- 
teenth-century popularizations did not mention courage as a female 
attribute; this was true even in the early scouting movements, extended 
past 1900. Boys were routinely told to face fear and conquer it. Girls 
were simply not discussed, or at most were advised not to be more 
fearful than necessary. Advice to mothers, to hide fears from children, 
assumed that women could manage some control but had not undergone 
the transforming emotional experience that would really make them 
brave. Thus T. S. Arthur, urging adult women to conceal fear, clearly 
implied that they would suffer from it. In his twin manuals directed 
respectively to girls and to boys, only his boys’ book includes the charac- 
teristically long section on moral courage; the girls’ pamphlet is mute on 
this subject.*? Boys’ stories, like the Rollo series, liked to show girls 
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paralyzed by fear while their brothers dealt with danger. Courage was 
nice, but courage in front of trembling females was even nicer. Again, 
the word “‘sissy” clearly showed the distinctions between gender stan- 
dards where the encounter with fear was concerned. 

The basis for the gender-specific rules on handling the dangerous 
emotions lay, obviously, in assigned roles. Women, being domestic crea- 
tures, did not need and, regarding anger, could not afford the emotional 
range men required because of their work in the world. Public-private 
emotional divisions were crucial to Victorian culture, and these provided 
gender markers as well. The home was a haven in which disruptive 
emotions had no place. Women should therefore be emotionally gentle. 
The burden on men was in some ways greater, as they had to develop 
two emotional faces, one domestic and the other economic and political. 
But this same dualism gave them a far greater range for emotional in- 
tensity. 

The distinction is interestingly revealed in the recurrent popular com- 
ments on jealousy. Men and women were held to differ here as well, as 
jealousy became feminized. With regard to female jealousy, a certain 
ambiguity developed that was not granted to men in Victorian culture: a 
bit of jealousy might be expected from dependent, emotional women, 
and a loving man might respond by changing behaviors even though the 
emotion was petty and potentially disruptive. Men were more con- 
strained with respect to low-level jealousy; there was no acceptance of a 
jealous male in routine commentary. But when jealousy rose to heights 
of passion, motivating vengeance, men alone held the keys. Women 
could not, in law, use the claim of jealous rage to excuse attacks on their 
spouses’ lovers. The few who attempted this defense were uniformly 
convicted. Even where defense of family was concerned, intensity, again, 
was male.® 

Thus women were seen as emotiona! but not passionate. The intensity 
that would lead to dramatic, effective action was a masculine preserve. 
As part of the larger imagery of female passivity, women’s emotions 
were often seen as soft and desirably gentle. Men were not only more 
highly sexed but were also possessed of more driving emotions, which 
served both for economic competitiveness and as a foundation for broad 
social action. Women, as befit their domestic sphere, had no such range. 
Songs of grief persisted in using examples of women’s deaths, which 
served to emphasize a male role in grief but also reminded the audience 


48 The Victorian Style 


of female frailty. Beliefs about female hysteria, though not commonly 
discussed in the popular prescriptive literature, may have added to the 
sense of women’s emotional boundaries. 

Even motherlove, that deep wellspring that women alone possessed 
by nature, was a sacrificing, subterranean emotion more than a driving 
force. As Jan Lewis has demonstrated, motherlove lived in the children, 
but it must not overwhelm them. Mothers “must beware of disclosing 
[their] feelings, or at least, let there not be an apparent attempt to exhibit 
them. ... This would be most ruinous. Rather let [the child] feel that 
there exists in your bosom a well spring of feeling and anxiety, which 
others know nothing of, and which even he cannot fathom.” Women’s 
maternal intensity, in sum, must be self-effacing; it did not motivate 
powerful action. A woman endowed with “warm feelings” and “quick 
apprehension” must exercise “self-control”? so that she might display 
only a “calm good sense.” Emotion was not an unqualified good, and to 
the extent that women were particularly emotional, they could compli- 
cate their own maternal tasks. As John Abbott insisted, in discussing 
“The Mother’s Difficulties,” “We must bring our own feelings and our 
own actions under a rigid system of discipline, or it will be in vain for us 
to hope to curb the passions and restrain the conduct of those who are 
looking to us for instruction and example.” © 

Unquestionably, male and female emotions were held to differ, as 
were the functions of their emotions. The same rules that defined a 
combination of passion and control also clearly specified areas where 
women could not tread. Criticisms of women’s excessive, debilitating 
emotionality surfaced recurrently. 

Yet a full differentiation was not attempted, and even the male pas- 
sion/female sentiment distinction should not be pressed too far. Men, 
too, could fail through emotional excess, as when they displayed ungov- 
ernable temper. They, like female hysterics, could be subject to medical 
controls. Women, for their part, though disbarred from channeled anger 
or the passions of courage, had intensities of their own. The fact that 
mothers must monitor their display did not automatically differentiate 
them from men, who were also required to be watchful. Though manip- 
ulated for the child’s good, deep emotional expression could be part of 
maternalism: “Another outlet for thy womanly heart: a mirror in which 
thy smiles and tears shall be reflected back; a fair page on which thou, 
God-commissioned, mayst write what thou wilt; a heart that will throb 
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back to thine, love for love.”®” Here was some female equivalence for 
the male joys of channeling anger toward a justified target or conquering 
the pangs of fear through courage triumphant. 

The point is that pronounced gender separation and a passion/control 
combination coalesced in Victorian emotional culture. Control for 
women was more severe, as it enforced domesticity and was constantly 
associated with the insistence on sweetness and calm. But a version of 
the characteristic tension applied to both genders. 

In romantic love, finally, men and women shared the field. Love was 
the intense emotion meant to unite two different characters, but in this 
case with equal fervor. While some Victorian advice suggested a slight 
concern that men might not love as well as women (because they were 
too reserved or distracted by other things and of course because their 
lusts might get the better of them), the injunction for men to love deeply 
was a standard fixture in the emotional culture. Women’s capacity to 
love was seldom doubted, though an interesting subgroup, in men’s 
advice literature after 1870, began to worry about women’s “other” 
interests, including incipient feminism, as a distraction from love: “Why 
do not women marry?” The idea of love, however, burned brightly still, 
for the same author who fretted about rising divorce and distracted 
women praised a pure love that was “unequaled by any other emotion.” 
No restraint was necessary. Men and women could and should love with 
equal, unbounded intensity. It was this very fervor, indeed, that could 
bridge the gaps between the genders and reconcile different emotional 
natures with the equal necessity of a tight marital bond. With the same 
intensity, in effect, men and women would love different things. As T. S. 
Arthur put it, a woman would fall deeply in love with the “moral 
wisdom of her husband,” while men would fall just as deeply in love 
with the affectionate nature of good women.®° 

The passion/control combinations ascribed to emotionally correct 
men and women differed greatly. They unquestionably privileged men in 
a host of ways. Yet the formulas suggested for each gender were none- 
theless somewhat comparable. Each had needs and outlets for intensity, 
each must of course learn important management controls. And the 
whole package was assembled by the one kind of intensity that could be 
sincerely enjoined on men and women alike: the intensity of a deeply 
spiritual, faithful, consuming love. 
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Guilt 


Victorian emotional culture capped its central themes by developing a 
growing reliance on guilt as the central enforcement mechanism for 
proper behavior, including suitable expressions of feeling. John Demos 
has outlined the process by which middle-class Americans shifted from 
primary reliance on shame to primary reliance on guilt between the 
mideighteenth and the midnineteenth centuries.’ While the change en- 
tailed a host of ramifications, reflecting declining reliance on community 
cohesion in the northern states and the need to provide more family- 
based and ultimately internalized emotional discipline, the relationship 
to the larger evolution of emotional style was vivid. Guilt may be seen 
as a reaction to the possible loss of cherished relationships, with expres- 
sion of guilt helping to restore those relationships. The intensity of 
family emotional ties in Victorian culture created precisely the environ- 
ment in which the intensity of guilt could itself receive new emphasis. 

The enforcement of shame in colonial New England went beyond the 
fabled stocks, pillories, and badges that exposed offenders to public 
ridicule. Even whipping, though producing physical pain, was carefully 
scheduled in public to inflict scorn as well. Thus on one occasion a 
female offender who was spared the whip because of infirmity was 
ordered to stand at the whipping post “that she may in some measure 
bear the shame of her sin.” 7? Concern about shame is revealed in many 
lawsuits designed to avenge wounded honor, for the culture urged one 
to measure up to external standards, and hence vigorously to redress 
false assertions that one had failed to do so. The orientation to shame 
began in childhood, as wrongdoers were abundantly exposed to the 
mockery of siblings and peers, and continued in the insults that pervaded 
neighborhood life. 

This orientation shifted by 1850. Even a bit before this, Catharine 
Sedgwick had offered a paradigmatic tale of family punishment.’! A boy 
attacks a family pet with boiling water. The father sternly orders the boy 
to go to his room—by this time, a form of punishment greatly preferred 
over physical discipline. Aside from the act of removal, there is no 
attempt to encourage shame even within the family. Indeed, after initial 
horror over the scalded cat, the family expresses sympathy, “‘grief,”’ and 
support. The point is for the boy to look within himself, to punish 
himself, during a period (in this story, two full weeks) of removal from 
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the family, and then to disclose his internal process by a sincere apology. 
Internal emotional turmoil, not externally applied scorn, becomes the 
central disciplinary theme. 

The reform movements that proliferated during the nineteenth cen- 
tury hung heavy with the themes of guilt. Temperance literature empha- 
sized personal degradation and material and moral damage to family. 
Realization of guilt was intended to motivate sincere commitment to 
change— “‘conscience-stricken”’ was a favorite term used to convey the 
passage through guilt. It was the harm done to others, particularly those 
whom the drunkard loved most, rather than the scorn emanating from 
others that gave substance to the message of guilt. New movements in 
penology, particularly the idea of isolating criminals in prisons, and 
sometimes within prisons through solitary confinement, similarly moved 
from shame to guilt. One advocate of the solitary confinement system 
wrote that “each individual [convict] will necessarily be made the instru- 
ment of his own punishment; his conscience will be the avenger of so- 
ciety.” 7? 

Guilt did not, of course, fully replace shame, and an element of shame 
continued to inhere in both family reprimands and public chastisements. 
Guilt and shame are not entirely discrete in emotional terms, in any 
event, nor need it be argued that shame is necessarily less intense emo- 
tionally than guilt. It can be superficial, laughed off, as was not infre- 
quently the case in colonial New England; but it can be deeply anguish- 
ing as well. The inculcation of guilt, however, was intended to make 
intense emotional and moral wrestling part of the fundamental experi- 
ence of recognizing one’s own wrongs; and the wrestling was internal, 
part of an emotional arsenal that was teaching people to acknowledge, 
manage, and, finally, utilize the intense passions of which they were 
capable. Indeed, inculcation of guilt could simply add to the depths of 
shame. Victorian etiquette books, as John Kasson has demonstrated, 
multiplied rules of dress and bodily control, thereby increasing the num- 
ber of occasions on which private shame might be felt in public. When 
these occasions were magnified by a conjoint feeling of guilt at the 
omission, the overall emotional intensity, and its designed deterrent 
effect, could be greatly heightened.” Finally, inculcation of guilt, partic- 
ularly at the familial level, depended on the larger loving environment 
that Victorian emotionology preached. Isolation from family plus con- 
sciousness of damage to loved ones was now experienced as a separation 
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from a deeply positive emotional environment. Guilt, as an experience 
of self-hate, flourished readily in this context, and again it differed from 
the reactions that simple scorn from the outside world could generate. 

Guilt, then, must be added to the other intense emotional attributes 
encouraged by Victorian culture. The person who could not react pro- 
foundly to his or her own shortcomings—the person who might depend 
simply on regulation from the outside—was emotionally inadequate. 
Just as a man of good character had the anger necessary to spur achieve- 
ment, the courage to face fear, and the capacity to love, so he must, as 
needs be, have the ability to feel guilt. The woman of good character 
needed the capacity to love in several forms, and she also needed to be 
capable of feeling guilty when other emotional norms like serenity of 
temper escaped her. The harsh bath of guilt did not mean being over- 
whelmed—for like other intense emotions, guilt must finally be mas- 
tered through action, apology, and correction; it should not paralyze. 
Again we see real consistency in Victorian emotional culture, in which 
capacity for guilt related readily to other emotional goals. 


Conclusion 


Victorians approved of passion, and they used the word frequently. 
They wanted men to have the passion to impel them to great deeds, and 
they wanted women to share with men a certain spiritual passion in 
love. The blander word “emotion,” which has gained currency in the 
twentieth century, appeared rarely in Victorian discussion, where certain 
kinds of quiet, moral impulses were described as sentiments and the 
equally important, more vigorous surges came under the heading of 
passion. Word use is tricky, of course, and Victorians used the word 
“passion” more generally than we do. But they also used it openly, 
without an inevitably accompanying caution and without confining it to 
the sexual realm. In this respect, their vocabulary corresponded to the 
real values culturally ascribed to targeted anger, courage, love, and grief. 

Contrary to some bloodless stereotypes of the nineteenth century, the 
Victorians even associated passion with civilization. They saw what they 
termed more primitive societies (by which they meant every society but 
their own) as calmer and more restrained. They granted that tight-knit, 
sedate communities avoided certain problems, like frequency of suicide, 
but they found the stimulus of modern urban life—where “all human 
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passions are exercised with more fourfold constancy and intensity” — 
both inevitable and desirable on balance.”4 

Victorian emotionality surely included more standards than those 
applied to the dangerous emotions, to love, to grief, and to guilt. It 
certainly emphasized disgust, when moral disgrace, uncleanliness, or 
odor was encountered. It could include, particularly in early Victori- 
anism and later among women, a proclivity to tearful sadness that 
deserves exploration in light of the larger emotional culture. The emo- 
tional charge behind the rise of humanitarian sentiment, which ulti- 
mately became part of the Victorian emotional style broadly construed, 
also needs further assessment, for its promptings of intense empathy 
with distant peoples readily connected to other features of the emo- 
tionology. We know that humanitarian urges were novel, arising in part 
from changes in philosophical beliefs and economic systems. Their fit 
with the new emotional culture needs more attention, for humanitarian- 
ism served as an additional outlet for vigorous feeling. The full range of 
Victorian emotional criteria has yet to be probed, and there may be 
some further surprises. The main point is clear, however. Underlying the 
extensive discussions of various kinds of emotional goals was a desire to 
prevent untoward expression or excess combined with equal insistence 
on the importance of appropriate emotional vigor. Northerners, men, 
middle-class Victorians in general were told to expect to experience 
passions, beginning in childhood, that they must learn to direct, use, and 
savor. Victorian relish in intense, if focused, emotionality related to a 
host of other interests—in strong wills, in romantic idylls, in evocative 
cemeteries, in tales of heroism, and of course in true, loving woman- 
hood. The Victorian era began with the recognition of emotion’s central 
role—such that a leading Unitarian could seek to dispel charges of dry 
rationalism with appeals to a “heart-stirring energy’ —and the same 
theme picked up momentum in subsequent decades.”° 

The emotional culture was purveyed in a variety of forms. Advice to 
parents was intended to launch appropriate socialization, for after the 
early period, in which childish innocence seemed only to require parental 
restraint, Victorian prescribers judged that parents had more positive 
lessons to impart, providing models of love and guidance in handling the 
essential but risky emotions. The emotional culture did not, however, 
assume that early childhood ended the process of emotional develop- 
ment. This is why children’s stories assumed such a hortatory aspect, 
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offering models for courage and warnings against both loss of control 
and emotional vapidity. A related genre of youth advice manuals, some 
authored by the same people who wrote children’s fiction, drove the 
same lessons home and added pointers on love. Adult fiction, as found 
in the women’s magazines that were popular among men as well, and 
marital advice completed the picture.’® 

Variations existed, to be sure. Advice manuals differed considerably 
in the amount of space they gave to particular emotional issues. Jeal- 
ousy, for example, might be passed over completely in youth advice 
materials, or it might receive a few cautionary paragraphs. But main- 
stream middle-class literature did not vary much in content, and when 
variations did occur, they seemed to involve an author’s judgment about 
whether or not her audience needed to be reminded of the basic rules. 
There were no widely circulated dissenting views on the necessity of 
properly directed emotional spark. 

Not surprisingly, Victorian emotional culture interacted extensively 
with formal scientific comment on emotion, as it began to emerge under 
the aegis of Darwinian theory by the 1870s and 1880s. The chronologi- 
cal relationship was clear: popularized Victorian culture came first. Psy- 
chologists like James and Hall added a formal evolutionary twist in 
looking for species functions for particular emotions, but they did not 
create the underlying tone. Rather, knowingly or not, they echoed estab- 
lished wisdom, and of course gave it added authority in the process. 
James commented scientifically on the link between emotions and the 
body, but then lapsed into standard advice about mastering emotions 
through diligent practice without destroying passion.” Hall, as we have 
seen, precisely delineated the dangers but also the necessity of anger in 
men. Like the larger culture around him, he equivocated somewhat on 
jealousy, seeing in it female pettiness but also some motivation for action 
and for family solidarity. Divisions in emotional characteristics between 
men and women were faithfully replicated, though the Darwinian ex- 
perts discussed gender distinctions somewhat more formally than the 
more popular materials did, dwelling more extensively on female frailty. 
But Hall could praise women’s affectionate warmth as well as their 
docility, if in somewhat less rigorous scientific terms than those he 
applied to the emotions behind masculine achievement. Overall, how- 
ever, what had begun as a moralistic, half-Christian, half-secular advice 
literature informed a generation of scientific research on emotion as well. 
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In the first formal study of emotion after the decline of comprehensive 
philosophies that had, through the seventeenth century, worked on elab- 
orate emotional definition, scientists sponsored direct research on emo- 
tion, and they generated findings that would actually help undermine the 
Victorian synthesis later on. But the established wisdom on the impor- 
tance of emotional vigor, qualified by differing gender traits, was if 
anything amplified by the initial new scientific pronouncements. 

Thus a characteristic Victorian advice giver of 1870 and a modern 
purveyor of science around 1900 agreed in their emotional recommenda- 
tions. Jacob Abbott, author of twenty-eight Rollo books and several 
advice manuals, was a Congregational minister bent on practical inter- 
pretations of Christianity, combining moral lessons with various kinds 
of factual information. He was big on courage tested by fear, on con- 
trolled anger, and on redeeming love. Alice Birney, writing in the early 
19008, was a consumer of the new psychology, having trained with Hall. 
She participated in various organizations designed to provide mothers 
with the latest expertise. Explicit moralisms and applied Christianity 
were not for her. But the emotional content of her work was scarcely 
different from that of Abbott. She too wanted loving mothers, sweet 
daughters, morally indignant sons, and courageous boys (though as we 
will later see she did complicate this last goal slightly).”8 

The relationship between Victorian emotionology and other aspects 
of Victorian culture was complex, which is one reason why it has 
frequently been misconstrued. As Victorians sought to preserve emo- 
tional depth while inculcating appropriate targeting and control, they 
were also involved in a progressive attack on poor bodily discipline. 
Their etiquette books, another expanding cultural genre that arose with 
the other kinds of advice litérature and attempted to meet similar needs 
in guiding middle-class families amid strangers and in unfamiliar urban 
settings, pressed for increasing civilization. Spitting, lack of cleanliness, 
sloppy posture, brazen stares, drumming of fingers—all were brought, 
in principle at least, under growing control. Not only etiquette books 
but also costume itself added to bodily discipline, providing tight collars 
for men and tight bodices for women along with a host of rules about 
proper accoutrements from head to toe. Far more space was devoted to 
proper bodily control when walking and to proper clothing and man- 
ners—‘‘If there is any man whom you wish to conciliate, take off your 
hat to him as often as you meet him’’—than to comments on emotion. 
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Concerning the body and its etiquette, a theme of increasing discipline 
and repression prevailed without significant qualification—except inso- 
far as middle-class people might modify or ignore the rules in actual 
practice.’”? Where emotion had physical manifestations, the standards 
were again severe, as in the disapproval of public laughter and other 
conversational excess in the nineteenth-century manners books. 

Emotions themselves, however, were different. The etiquette books 
preached control of anger and other impulses, to be sure, though we will 
see that even they allowed exceptions for issues like politics that fol- 
lowed the more general emotionology. But the control theme overall was 
combined with the positive emphasis on passion—which means that the 
standards applied to emotional life were, quite simply, different from 
those addressed to the body. Severe physical discipline might in fact have 
prevailed precisely because emotional life offered so many opportunities 
for compensatory fervor that purely corporal regulation seemed rather 
trivial by comparison. Many a tightly dressed, respectable young man or 
woman could pour out his or her passion with no sense of contradic- 
tion— indeed, their physical rigors could be endured precisely because 
the emotional outlets seemed so much more important. Twentieth-cen- 
tury observers, looking back on Victorian dress and manners, might 
readily assume that emotional cramping was just as severe, particularly 
on discovering that there were indeed some strict emotional rules of real 
importance. But the equation would be wrong; indeed, as we will later 
see, such an assumption reveals a characteristic twentieth-century confu- 
sion about what constraint means. 

As noted, sexuality rested somewhere between constraint of bodily 
habits and emphasis on appropriate emotional fervor. Sexuality had its 
place, according to most Victorian advice, though it was potentially even 
more dangerous than the riskiest emotions and even more hemmed in by 
age and frequency restrictions. As emotional prescriptions themselves 
made clear, however, sexuality should supplement, never rival, emo- 
tional intensity. Again, the power of true love could make the merely 
physical limits that were part of the Victorian concept of respectability 
seem readily endurable. Here too, twentieth-century views about the 
centrality of sexual standards should not lead to confusion about the 
Victorians; repression in one area did not mean repression across the 
board. In fact, sexual “repression” actually could facilitate the emotional 
sparks the Victorians cherished; keeping sex in check, though not to the 
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point of complete neglect of its pleasures, aided love and vice versa. 
Correspondingly, while sexual constraints produced clear attempts to 
establish compensatory outlets—in pornography, for example—no 
such catharsis was needed in the area of emotion, where intensity was 
allowable.®° Despite their undeniable concern for respectable behavior 
and their attacks on rudeness, the Victorians did not see the body, 
sexuality, and emotions as cut from the same cloth. They approached 
each with varying degrees of rigor and in the end heightened their 
reliance on emotional intensity precisely because their goals in managing 
body and sexuality were so demanding. 

The mature Victorian emotional culture served advice literature and 
uplifting fiction from its emergence in the 1840s until well past 1900. 
The culture was complex, asking men and women to relate to each other 
emotionally but also to differ, insisting on emotional intensity amid 
injunctions of strict etiquette and family discipline, informing men that 
emotions absolutely essential in the public sphere needed to be sup- 
pressed at home. Yet, clearly, it was also serviceable. It met Victorian 
cultural needs. Its very complexity promoted its durability: themes of 
control could be emphasized against uncivilized behaviors, while themes 
of passion could drive home the sanctity of family or the joy of action 
(this last lest the middle class become too stuffy). While we will shortly 
turn to the demise of this culture, it will be no surprise that elements of 
the Victorian amalgam persisted in the new synthesis. Ideals of moth- 
erlove, intense romance, or anger-propelled social crusaders continued 
to inspire, complicating the process of change. Before addressing this 
process, however, I must complete my presentation of the Victorian 
baseline by discussing the causes and effects of this rich emotional 
culture. After all, claims of relative consistency and persistence—the 
themes of this chapter—mean little if the emotional culture is only 
loosely related to the driving forces of middle-class life, or if it did not 
connect to real beliefs and behaviors. To be taken seriously, emotional 
culture must be caused, and it must cause; the Victorian version met 
both tests. 


Evaluating the Victorian Emotional Style: 
Causes and Consequences 


Major features of Victorian emotional culture have been well described 
in recent years. Despite persistent and erroneous oversimplifications 
about blanket repressiveness and hostility to spontaneity, in fact the 
picture painted in the previous chapter blends a host of familiar por- 
traits.! Victorian interest in emotional intensity combined with greater 
strictures concerning sexuality and bodily control, with emotion actually 
offering some relief from the more rigorous standards applied to other 
areas. 

The causes of the Victorian style are, however, less well known, partly 
because the emotional culture has not previously been addressed in its 
entirety. Furthermore, although we will see that some of the specific 
consequences have been traced, analysis of effects can be improved by 
looking at the impact of the whole culture rather than individual parts 
such as love or gender norms. 

Cause-effect evaluation of the Victorian style is essential, for without 
it, the purely descriptive summary provided in the previous chapter may 
prove deceptive. Despite widespread and substantial concordance in the 
cultural prescriptions to the middle class, emotional standards must be 
considered mere window dressing if they did not respond to real needs 
in Victorian society; pinpointing causation is vital. Even more obviously, 
if the emotional norms had no demonstrable consequences aside from 
filling up advice literature and moralistic fiction, they could well be 
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dismissed as meaningless. In fact, however, despite incomplete evidence 
on private beliefs and behaviors, it is possible to trace a number of 
results that issued from the widely preached culture and to conclude 
that, like the culture itself, these results were persistent. Finally, cause- 
effect evaluation is essential in preparing for analysis of subsequent 
change; for change could occur only as causation shifted, and the impact 
of causal shifts had to be formulated in contest with previous cultural 
impacts. 


Causation 


Basic causes of emotional standards have been discussed less often than 
the standards themselves, both in historical work and to a substantial 
extent in sociology. Anthropologists, who deal extensively with emo- 
tional culture, pay even less attention to causation since, with rare 
exceptions, they pick up well-established patterns (or assume that they 
do) and do not emphasize change. For them, prior culture causes present 
culture, with other causes stretching back in the mists of time. Yet causal 
analysis is vital in dealing with emotions as social or cultural constructs, 
for we need to know what factors prompted particular patterns to 
emerge. Constructionist theory has emphasized the importance of chang- 
ing social functions in reshaping emotional life, an approach that invites 
exactly the kind of causation assessment historians seek; but practicing 
constructionists have spent more time discussing their propositions in 
the abstract than providing concrete case studies.2 Their approach has 
been brought to bear on twentieth-century change, and I will turn to it 
in due course, but middle-level generalizations, based on more than 
recent developments, are hard to come by. As a result, important debate 
among constructionists, about what kind of functionalism underlies 
emotional standards, has remained largely implicit. Constructionists 
would generally agree that emotions serve particularly to maintain the 
moral order and the social status quo, but this may beg the more precise 
question of which particular moral and social factors are involved. 
James Averill defines these factors as social and cultural, but practicing 
constructionists like Arlie Hochschild construe functionalism more nar- 
rowly, emphasizing primarily economic and organizational factors. Yet 
the anthropologists who have contributed to constructionist theory em- 
phasize cultural functions as well. There are important issues here, 
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which I will address in applying functionalist explanations both to Vic- 
torianism and to subsequent twentieth-century change; but there are no 
precise models to guide our inquiry. 

Causation is a tricky concept in historical discussion, particularly 
in dealing with an already-slippery descriptive category like emotional 
culture. Explaining Victorian culture is a far more challenging task 
than assigning causes for the War of Jenkin’s Ear. Historians have no 
laboratory basis for testing replicability. They cannot present causation 
findings in the same manner as scientists, who do have this capacity. 
Yet, granting the imprecision and openness to further debate, historical 
change can be identified and it can be subjected to probabilistic evalua- 
tion, yielding a fair sense of the major factors involved. 

One further issue requires some preliminary comment: the relation- 
ship between the causes of standards applied to individual emotions and 
the causes that generate a larger emotional style involves overlap but not 
complete identity. For example, the Victorian emphasis on parental love 
for children built on cultural trends that had been taking shape for some 
time, but there were also more specific reasons for it. The American 
middle class was busily cutting its birth rate from the late eighteenth 
century onward. Smaller family size often encourages a more intense 
relationship between parents and children and also, when it is first 
developing, a rather anxious concern to justify novel demographic be- 
havior. Arguing in terms of great love and extensive maternal obliga- 
tions helped Victorian parents ease their minds about having fewer 
children, on average, than their own parents had expected. While em- 
phasis on love for children also fit, of course, in the larger Victorian style 
and indeed played a major role in some of its other ramifications, its 
specific origins must be acknowledged. It is also important to recognize 
that events may carry impact on some emotional standards without 
particularly altering others. For example, the Civil War obviously helped 
heighten earlier emphasis on channeled anger and courageous encoun- 
ters with fear,* but it had little impact on standards of love. Again, 
particular factors can be identified without contradicting the larger 
causal analysis, but they do add complexity. Explaining the Victorian 
style itself constitutes the most important analytical task, but it does not 
exhaust the process of evaluating factors relevant to more specific ingre- 
dients. 

Two other illustrations highlight specific contexts applicable to indi- 
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vidual emotions. Victorian grief, which served a central position in the 
larger culture, stemmed in part from the continuing high child mortality 
rates (all the more keenly felt with the birth rate steadily declining) in a 
culture that now saw children as more precious, child mortality as less 
inevitable. This specific formula for intense grief bore little relationship 
to channeled anger or several of the other Victorian staples. 

Finally, Victorian romantic love ideals stemmed in part—possibly in 
large part—from the tension-filled combination middle-class couples 
attempted between extensive emotional exchange and pronounced re- 
strictions on premarital sexuality. Courting couples were given consider- 
able freedom for mutual contact in the United States—far more than 
outdated Victorian imagery had suggested. They were encouraged to 
think about love, and of course their culture had already prepared them, 
well before courtship, to expect some decisive emotional charge. Young 
men, for example, thought about women and love long before their 
economic circumstances permitted them to go courting.’ But they were 
not supposed to have sexual intercourse even as they built an intense 
relationship, and while a few couples crossed this barrier, most did not. 
It is hardly fanciful to see the emphasis on overwhelming but ethereal 
passion as in part a compensation for sexual limitations and an aid in 
enforcing restraint among couples who firmly believed that premature 
sex would sully their true love. Sexual constraint may indeed have 
informed other facets of the Victorian emotional style, providing a phys- 
ical basis for the need to find channels for emotional intensity, but it 
applied most directly to the love connection. It is obvious that larger 
emotional cultures like the Victorian style result in part from the accu- 
mulation of smaller changes that relate to more specific parts of the 
emotional spectrum. 

Accumulation, however, is not the only explanatory approach. Just 
as individual factors involved in particular emotional reactions informed 
the Victorian style as a whole, so the style had roots of its own that 
helped shape particular emotional reactions. Interestingly, despite the 
recent flurry of attention to Victorian emotionality, we have only incom- 
plete glimpses of the larger causation. Just as the style itself has not 
previously been synthesized, so the causes of the style have not been 
directly addressed. 

Victorian emotional culture contrasted with eighteenth-century styles 
in several key respects, particularly in the decades of maturity after the 
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1840s. Indulgence of grief was novel, for while individuals grieved in the 
eighteenth century, the public interest in this emotion was limited.° The 
mature Victorian definition of romantic love, while it built on prior 
trends, went well beyond eighteenth-century precedents. The idea of 
channeled anger meshed neither with traditional indulgence in certain 
kinds of anger—in defense of hierarchy or religious orthodoxy, for 
example—nor with growing eighteenth-century concern about keeping 
anger in bounds. Attacks on disciplinary uses of fear emerged specifically 
in the early nineteenth century, and in this case were quite consciously 
directed against prior standards. The same holds true for some of the 
new uses of guilt. The Victorian emotional style was not, then, simply a 
carryover from prior standards or even from some of the newer cultural 
trends, though it involved the latter. Thus it is necessary to isolate the 
causes of the Victorian emotional style, for such analysis will in turn 
facilitate exploration of the reasons for yet another, more profound, 
post- Victorian set of shifts. 

The simplest basic explanation of overall Victorian culture would 
focus on combining an understanding of emotionological trends that 
had been part of the transformation of mentalities throughout Western 
society from the late seventeenth century onward with attention to the 
impact of industrialization and urbanization in the nineteenth-century 
United States. According to such a reading, the Victorian emotional 
style was not a fundamental departure from eighteenth-century trends, 
themselves rather new. We have already seen that in highlighting explicit 
concern about anger, in attacking traditional disciplinary uses of fear, 
and in emphasizing various kinds of love, Victorianism amplified cur- 
rents already present in American culture a century before. Victorianism 
thus built upon the reorientation of family functions toward greater 
emotionality and the attempt to introduce greater restraint in manners; 
it had no need to create. But while not fundamentally innovative, it did 
introduce its own flavor—the idea of motherlove, for example, while an 
outgrowth of the familial emphasis, was a distinctive Victorian prod- 
uct’—and this is where the new functional demands imposed by the 
growth of industry and the city made their mark. 

The origins of the preindustrial cultural transformation are them- 
selves not entirely clear. Several historians have cited the role of growing 
commercialization in prompting new concern about family emotional 
rewards as public life, in many communities, became increasingly com- 
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petitive. Protestantism, as it transmuted into a wider belief system in the 
seventeenth century, unquestionably encouraged greater focus on family 
ties, emotional ties included. English writers pushed this theme hard and 
had obvious impact on attitudes across the Atlantic as well. Sources for 
the increasingly rigorous definition of civilized manners are not as easily 
pinned down. European upper classes grew increasingly suspicious of 
popular crudeness under the impact of Renaissance styles, which pro- 
vided them a clear alternative to the prevailing version of mass culture. 
Growing prosperity brought a taste for refinement of habits. Capitalism 
also exacerbated divisions between propertied and unpropertied classes, 
which in turn generated an interest in habits of emotional restraint that 
would allow the former to distinguish themselves while conveniently 
blaming the latter for their own miseries. None of this bore fruit as 
quickly in the American colonies as in Europe, but, with the added effect 
of European cultural imitation, it began to have an impact by the later 
eighteenth century.® Thus, well in advance of Victorianism per se, Amer- 
ican emotional norms had been shifting, and these changes prepared the 
response to the challenges of a new economy. 

By the 1830s the impact of an increasingly commercial economy was 
becoming clear. Victorian emotionology reacted, as we have seen, by 
seeking to enhance the special emotional role of the family; here was 
part of the functional charge behind the redefinition of motherlove. In 
the slightly longer term, the increasing absence of husbands and fathers, 
as work separated from the home, added fuel to the fire, and emotional 
standards had to be intensified simply to protect the established value of 
family life. Concern about the taints of commerce, present even among 
people who embraced commercial opportunities,? provided yet another 
function for family-enhancing intensity and an emotional style that 
would clearly separate private from public activity. 

But this was only an initial functional reaction in emotional culture. 
By the late 1840s, people began to realize that the same industrial world 
that required the family as emotional haven also required new emotional 
motivations for competitive work. (The lag behind actual economic 
change was interesting, as it meshed with other delayed reactions, for 
example, in schooling styles;’° but it was not acute.) The resultant 
response explains why Victorianism introduced its most distinctive emo- 
tional emphases in arguing for channeled anger and courageous encoun- 
ters with fear. Military interests played a role, but the vision of emotions 
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necessary to succeed in new entrepreneurial and professional roles was 
preeminent. Family values were preserved—and the virtual sanctifica- 
tion of motherlove preserved this goal even as other purposes were 
embraced—but the emotional range expanded as understanding of func- 
tional necessity broadened. Victorian emotional standards were meant 
to enshrine family while also providing the spur to achievement in 
public life. 

Early industrialization and growing cities generated other functional 
concerns as well, which further shaped the Victorian style. Boundaries 
of social class became more vivid, even if American democratic values 
muted some of the conflicts that developed in the European version of 
industrialization. A recent article has shown how increased concern for 
cleanliness—a form of bodily discipline potentially related to emotional 
constraints—was in part a response to the need to formalize class divi- 
sions. Just as the middle class separated itself through the use of soap, so 
it prided itself on emotional restraints and subtleties whose absence 
marked other social groups as inferior.!! Channeled anger thus differed 
from the emotional propensity to brawl and certainly from real or 
imagined lower-class anger released within the family. Comments on 
fear routinely distinguished between what middle-class folks could as- 
pire to and the baser emotions of the hoi polloi. Thus Dick, in an Oliver 
Optic story, spews out class pride when he contrasts his sort of courage 
with the actions of a host of deserters: 


I can pity without blaming them, for it was a fearful ordeal for men such as you 
describe. As I heard my father say ... , it requires a moral force behind the 
physical to enable a soldier to stand up before the enemy, facing death and 
mangling wounds, without flinching. We have always found that the most 
ignorant and ruffianly men make the most unreliable soldiers. As father said, it 
is the soul, rather than the body that makes the true soldier.! 


Similarly, intense, properly spiritual love could serve as a differentiator. 
When late-nineteenth-century divorce law came to enshrine this quality 
through the concept of mental cruelty, provable through the absence of 
appropriate affection as well as blatant nastiness, the middle class was 
correspondingly privileged. Divorcing working-class couples could not 
point to absence of love as an excuse, for their natures precluded the 
finer sentiments in the first place. Mental cruelty grounds of this sort 
were denied them until after 1900.13 

Emotional culture had begun to take on qualities of class identifica- 
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tion even earlier, at least in the minds of middle- and upper-class propo- 
nents, as in late-eighteenth-century Virginia.'* It became part of a larger 
dispute over respectability throughout much of the nineteenth century. 
And while respectability claims focused in part on workers’ and immi- 
grants’ lack of civilized restraints, they also highlighted some subtle 
intensities that were open only to people of refinement. 

Class boundaries aside, urban and commercial life required rules that 
would assist in the identification of strangers. As familiar community 
monitoring proved increasingly inadequate, Victorian culture responded 
to the need to provide cues that would help people distinguish the 
trustworthy from the unreliable.!> Identification of correct responses 
was a result of this need. 

Finally, and even more obviously, Victorian culture served gender 
purposes, and new functional demands also impacted this arena. Emo- 
tional arguments helped justify confinement of women to the home, 
which was seen by men and many women as a functional necessity given 
changes in the location of work. Beliefs about motherlove as well as 
female lack of motivating anger did not cause gender division, but they 
certainly helped support it. Men welcomed special emotional badges, 
like their aptitude for channeled anger and courage, not only because 
they put women in their place but also because they bolstered male 
qualities at a time when certain aspects of industrialization created 
masculine insecurities. With property ownership and traditional skills 
now threatened, with family role complicated by new work demands, it 
was comforting, perhaps truly functional, to have an explicit, if de- 
manding, emotional identity.'® Emotional masculinity in this sense com- 
plemented increasing reliance on men’s role as economic provider, which 
replaced a more traditional and less anxious gender definition. Here, 
too, function was served. 

Growing industrialization, in sum, created new needs for family en- 
hancement, for personal motivation, for justifications for class bound- 
aries, and for gender roles. The Victorian emotional style responded 
faithfully, particularly in its fuller version after the 1840s. 

Yet the functionalist approach should not be pressed too far, for 
the emotional adjustments to industrialization were based on cultural 
preparation. For example, the value of intense family ties had to be 
established before they could be further emphasized. Functional logic, 
here at least, was prepared by beliefs, which is one reason why Victori- 
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anism did not fully break away from emotional patterns set up the 
century before. 

Furthermore, three kinds of cultural shifts during the nineteenth cen- 
tury itself added to the imperatives of industrial work and urban social 
stratification in promoting the full-blown Victorian emotional style. The 
first involves implications from emotionological change itself: until in- 
terrupted by other factors, shifts in emotional culture tend to cause 
additional modifications in the same direction. Thus an emphasis on 
motherlove contributed directly to the heightened intensity attributed to 
romantic love. Hypertrophied maternal love increased the need for 
strong adult passion to aid products of emotionally intense upbringing 
in freeing themselves from maternal ties; love of a new sort must counter 
the love into which both boys and girls had, at least according to 
Victorian standards, been socialized. This aid in emotional weaning, 
particularly important for girls, was functional in a broad sense, helping 
to form the emotional underpinnings for new families, but it would 
have been far less necessary with a cooler familial background. Not 
surprisingly, Victorian fiction picked up elements of this motif in stress- 
ing the emotional anguish that young women might encounter in break- 
ing, through ardent courtship, the bonds that had tied them to parents 
and to siblings.'” 

New emotional rules that urged more intense love, along with those 
that proscribed anger and fear in the discipline of children, obviously 
expanded the realm of guilt. While the culture urged socialization to- 
ward guilt as part of childrearing, adults readily expanded the connec- 
tion—which heightened their own emotional response to guilt and fur- 
ther legitimated efforts to instill guilt in their offspring. By the later 
nineteenth century many parents reported guilt when they inadvertently 
shouted at or frightened their children. The sense of being morally 
monitored against spontaneous impulse both contributed to and compli- 
cated the task of living up to some of the Victorian norms. 

A second strand of cultural causation stemmed from a source outside 
emotionology: changing conceptions of the body made emotions far 
more separate from somatic function than they had been in traditional 
conceptions or would be again in the twentieth century. Prior to the 
nineteenth century, dominant beliefs, medical and popular alike, 
attached anger, joy, and sadness to bodily functions. Hearts, for exam- 
ple, could shake, tremble, expand, grow cold. Because emotions were 
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embodied, they had clear somatic qualities: people were gripped by rage 
(which could, it was held, stop menstruation), hot blood was the essence 
of anger, fear had cold sweats. Emotions, in other words, had physical 
stuff. But during the eighteenth century, historians increasingly realize, 
the humoral conception of the body, in which fluids and emotions alike 
could pulse, gave way to a more mechanistic picture.!® And in the body- 
machine, emotions were harder to pin down, the symptoms harder to 
convey. Of course physical symptoms could still be invoked, but now 
only metaphorically. And although women’s emotional makeup was tied 
to the body in medical literature through discussions of how uterine 
development weakened the nervous system (and the brain) and so en- 
forced a domestic emotional role, in popularized advice women’s emo- 
tions, like men’s, were discussed largely as independent entities. Popular 
stories could refer to the impact of emotion in causing blushing or 
sudden paleness, and in some stories, dire illness could follow from 
emotional experiences like love or anger, but in the United States, acci- 
dent rather than illness seems more commonly to have befallen certain 
kinds of emotional victims in fiction. 

Despite some evidence to the contrary, it is safe to say that a tradi- 
tional and automatic connection between emotional experience and 
physical sensation was challenged by the new, mechanistic idea of the 
body. Cultural adjustments resulted. Emotions in a sense became more 
abstract, and we are only now coming to grips with the consequences of 
this basic change in outlook. Victorians were unaware of their involve- 
ment, but they reflected it. Their recurrent tendency to see certain emo- 
tions as animal-like reflected a desire to achieve distance from the physi- 
cal. Certainly their delight in ethereal emotional encounters—such as 
true spiritual love or the moral courage that could face down fear— 
reflected a desire to find a new basis for emotional intensity outside the 
corporal shell. Changing ideas of the body did not clearly cause basic 
adjustments in emotionology, but they contributed to the desire for 
regulation and to the particular Victorian version of soulful (not bodily) 
intensity. This same adaptation helps explain why Victorians, bent on 
disciplining the body through demanding clothing, posture require- 
ments, and sexual constraints, did not see the relationship between these 
structures and their fascination with emotional fervor. Emotions came 
now from the spirit; they need not be constrained just because the 
body was regulated. Similarly, twentieth-century observers tend not to 
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perceive the Victorian distinction between emotion and the body because 
they are accustomed to a more complete relationship between the two 
(though not, one hastens to add, a traditional, humoral relationship).!? 

Finally, and in relation to the spiritualizing of key emotions, Victorian 
emotional style depended heavily on rapid changes in religious culture 
and in turn contributed to these changes. Here we see most clearly the 
inadequacy of defining functional requirements only in terms of eco- 
nomic structure and urbanization. A richer mixture of factors prevailed. 

Religious change intertwined with the Victorian version of emotional 
culture in two ways. First, several changes in mainstream Protestantism 
supported Victorian optimism about the consequences of vigorous emo- 
tion and were in turn supported by this optimism. The concept of a 
benign God stood behind motherlove, helping to explain the common 
association between the maternal image and prayer. The idea that God 
is benign also affected presentations of anger, further reducing any claim 
that wrath could be used to enforce hierarchy though not, ultimately, 
undercutting the notion of righteous anger against evil. God’s benignity 
also reduced the credit given to fear, for a more rosy-hued religion no 
longer saw an association between this emotion and true piety. Terror- 
ized children, indeed, would not be able to discern God’s sweet mercy. 
One of the key arguments in early-nineteenth-century Protestantism fo- 
cused on precisely this point, with the partisans of religion as an emo- 
tionally positive experience triumphing clearly, even in such previous 
bastions of dour Calvinism as Presbyterian Pittsburgh.*° Solace for in- 
tense grief related to the declining attention paid to hellfire and the 
unprecedented notion of heaven as a divinely organized reunion of 
loved ones. 

In general, as several historians of middle-class religion have pointed 
out, American Protestantism shifted increasingly toward providing a 
positive emotional experience as its commitment to rigorous theology 
declined. The resulting assumptions undergirded common beliefs about 
the viability of courage in the face of fear and the bittersweet experi- 
ence of grief while also encouraging restraint on some traditional uses 
of emotion such as fear in childrearing, now regarded as dangerous. 
Variant religious strands dissented from the norm, particularly in the 
case of the Evangelicals, who maintained a more traditional approach to 
anger and fear, seeking a more anxious piety and generating unacknowl- 
edged anger.*! Mainstream Protestantism, however, shared the direc- 
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tions of emotional culture, supporting the combination of control and 
intensity. 

Emotional intensity derived also, however, from the very process of 
weaning from traditional Protestant doctrine. Many middle-class Ameri- 
cans questioned their own religious commitment, aware that the theol- 
ogy of their forebears was being watered down; some, no doubt, simply 
became less religiously active given the growing hold of science and the 
bustle of the urban, industrial world. Thus emotional intensity could be 
sought as an equivalent to a religious experience that many Americans 
realized was slipping away. Motherlove, as Jan Lewis has pointed out, 
took on Christlike overtones: it was consuming, it expressed itself in 
self-sacrifice, it served as a beacon through life even when mother herself 
had passed from the scene. Indeed, many popular stories about male 
redemption featured an errant son, rescued from wicked ways by the 
inspiration of his mother’s love, returning to find his mother dead and 
vowing to devote his recovered purity to her memory; only the crucifix 
was missing. Ideals of romantic love picked up the same theme: in 
intense, spiritualized passion, couples hoped to find some of the same 
balm to the soul that religion had once, as they dimly perceived, pro- 
vided. A few worried that their love contradicted the primacy of faith in 
God, but more concluded that true love was itself a religious experience. 
Byron Caldwell Smith put it this way in letters to his Katherine in the 
mid-1870s: “I feel somehow that the Holy power which sustains and 
moves the ancient universe ... reveals itself to me as love. ... To love 
you... and to sink my life in the Divine life through you, seem to me 
the supreme end of my existence. . . . Love is a cult and our love shall be 
our religion. .. . To each other we shall reveal only the divine attributes 
of tenderness and patience.” Karen Lystra has plausibly suggested that 
many young men, apathetic toward conventional religion, imbibed the 
commitment to intense love as a direct surrogate during the second half 
of the nineteenth century. And the words they used in love letters, 
soaring beyond the more cautious romantic spirituality of the advice 
manuals, point precisely in this direction. But men were not alone in this 
regard, despite women’s greater religiosity. Angelina Grimke worried 
about love and religion in her letters to Theodore Weld: “Am I putting 
thee in the place of Jesus? I am alarmed and confounded by my feelings. 
... I feel at times as if I cannot live without thee. ... Am I sinning or 
would the Lord our Father have it so?” She answered in the affirmative, 
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arguing that “our Father has enjoined us together, he has given us to 
each other” as both she and Theodore convinced themselves that their 
love was effectively a religious duty. Angelina again: “True love ... is 
the seeking of the spirit after spiritual communion, ... the union of 
heart and mind and soul.” *? 

Victorian emotional culture stemmed in part, then, from an unusual 
moment in middle-class religion, when effective doctrinal changes cre- 
ated an environment in which God could be seen as supporting positive 
emotions but also in which many individuals came to regard intense, 
earthly love as a spiritual experience in itself as they made a transition 
away from more conventional religious commitments. Other cultural 
currents, notably social Darwinism, also supported the dominant emo- 
tionology after it had been established, providing it some new vocabu- 
lary and a scientific aura; but the link with religious adjustments re- 
mained more crucial. 

The causes of Victorian emotional style were thus varied, which is no 
surprise. Despite the temptation to seek a single main ingredient in a 
functionalist interpretation of emotionological change, historical reality 
suggests that a larger emotional culture requires a number of overlap- 
ping factors for its genesis and dissemination. The Victorian style built 
clearly on prior cultural change, combining a host of specific factors, 
such as the new need for greater sexual abstinence in the interest of birth 
control, that impelled particular emotional formulations as part of the 
larger framework. It adapted emotional trends to the apparent needs of 
an industrial work environment and the tensions of social class relations 
in the growing cities. But it also incorporated important cultural shifts, 
including a new and puzzling distance between emotion and the body 
and two kinds of religious imperative that reflected a distinctive combi- 
nation of confidence and concern. No one of these ingredients suffices to 
explain the Victorian mixture. Correspondingly, as we will see, when 
this skein began to unravel, the process responded to changes in most of 
the supporting elements as both social and cultural functions shifted 
ground. 


Impacts: The Public Sphere 


Describing an emotional culture offers the challenge of identifying com- 
mon elements in discussions of particular emotions and in varied kinds 
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of popular media. Explaining how this culture arose and what needs it 
seems to have filled forms the next step in analysis, challenging in its 
own right. These first two steps are meaningless, however, unless a third 
can be completed as well: indicating that the emotional culture had 
genuine resonance, affecting the way people believed and behaved. 

Victorian emotionology had impact. This is certain despite the impos- 
sibility of ever demonstrating with full precision exactly how many 
people merely mouthed certain beliefs or exactly how they carried belief 
into action. More middle-class parents continued deliberately to use fear 
in childrearing than Victorian standards recommended, but a growing 
number accepted these standards at least in part, either changing disci- 
plinary behavior or regretting anachronistic impulses or both; but how 
many fell into which camp cannot be determined. We do not know how 
many young, middle-class men actually experienced the transcendence 
of Victorian love or how many sustained the passion after marriage 
(when even the prescriptive literature suggested some lapse from perfec- 
tion).2> Yet without claiming exactitude, it is possible to demonstrate 
impact. Victorian emotional culture, distinctive in itself, helped shape a 
distinctive emotional reality. 

The best means of sorting through the impact of an emotional cul- 
ture is to proceed through three layers, the first of which is, frankly, 
the easiest. If an emotional culture does not affect public arrangements, 
then it is scarcely worth talking about. People responsible for translat- 
ing emotional standards into laws and organized activities inevitably 
reflect the values preached around them, whether they internalize these 
values in their own emotional lives or not. The fact that this first impact 
is obvious—public culture and organizational behavior inevitably coin- 
cide to a degree—should not obscure its importance. Victorian experi- 
ence was shaped in significant ways by changes that responded to or 
reflected the new emotional values. Even if no private echoes of these 
values could be found—which is not the case—the salience of Victorian 
emotionology for “real life” would be amply demonstrated—along 
with, admittedly, a strong dose of hypocrisy. As will be shown, the first 
layer of cultural impact, at the level of institutional response, displays 
clearly the Victorian impulse not simply toward repression of undesir- 
able emotional impulses but also toward the promotion of essential in- 
tensity. 

In 1904 Andrew Carnegie set up a trust for the Carnegie Hero Fund 
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to provide moneys for people who had been injured performing heroic 
acts, or for survivors of people killed in such acts: 


We live in a heroic age. Not seldom are we thrilled by deeds of heroism where 
men or women are injured or lose their lives in attempting to preserve or rescue 


their fellows; such the heroes of civilization. The heroes of barbarism maimed or 
killed theirs.24 


Carnegie’s fund followed on a common newspaper genre that had devel- 
oped by the 1890s, featuring stories of ordinary people who, as one 
journalist put it, “were suddenly confronted with the question of 
whether or not they would risk death to save the lives of others” and 
describing “the manner in which they met, without preparation or fore- 
thought, that supreme moment.” Feature stories and the special fund 
for heroes obviously institutionalized Victorian concepts of facing and 
conquering fear. They institutionalized the stuff of boys’ stories, empha- 
sizing the ability to experience intense emotion and channel it toward 
socially useful ends. They highlighted the importance of spontaneity and 
impulse against any Victorian temptation to stodgy caution. The purity 
of the emotional experience was primary.” 

The Carnegie Fund was not a transformative organization in 
America, though thanks to the wonders of capitalist investment it sur- 
vives to this day. But along with the public expressions of belief in 
courageous mastery of fear written into boy scout literature, newspaper 
stories, and other genres, the fund did concretely express the extent to 
which Victorian emotional values could be translated into action. Some 
Victorians, clearly, were willing to put money where their emotional 
commitments lay. 

Victorian emotionology translated abundantly into sports. There are 
all sorts of reasons for the rise of sports in the nineteenth-century United 
States, but among them, and particularly important in the distinctively 
American enthusiasm for introducing sports into school programs and 
other sites of youth socialization, was the profound belief that sports 
helped translate emotional goals into the character-building process. 
Sports like football or boxing in particular gave young men an opportu- 
nity to retain the spark of anger but direct it to particular, appropriate 
targets; and the same sports offered opportunities for the conquest of 
fear. The prescriptive literature of the late nineteenth century made 
abundant connections between sports interests and proper training in 
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handling the dangerous emotions, and sports advocates did the same in 
touting boxing lessons for middle-class boys or high school football 
teams. While sports were meant to civilize working-class boys, whose 
aggressiveness needed restraint, they were no less important in pre- 
venting middle-class feminization. Women’s sports, correspondingly, 
were recommended more ambivalently and for more exclusively physical 
benefits—the relevant emotional lessons were missing.*® 

Changes in the law explicitly echoed the Victorian shifts in emotional 
culture. The incorporation of jealous rage into a crime-of-passion de- 
fense in selected murder trials has already been noted. By the 1890s, 
however, most states were rejecting the idea of passion-induced insanity, 
denouncing it, as in the case of the North Carolina Supreme Court, 
as an encouragement to lawlessness and bloodshed. However, juries, 
particularly in the South, maintained the tradition, and some states like 
Texas passed justifiable homicide statutes confirming the right to kill for 
jealousy when a husband discovered the act of adultery, “‘provided the 
killing takes place before the parties to the act have separated.” ?” (The 
assumption of accuracy in shooting, so that the wife might be spared, 
was a tribute to the Texan spirit.) Southern culture, then, refused to 
resolve this tension between restraint and passion.”® 

Penology reflected the growing hostility to anger-based vengeance 
in a number of respects. The decline of corporal punishment and its 
confinement to private rather than public places mirrored growing em- 
barrassment at vengeful motives. The rise of the prison movement and 
experiments with presumably guilt-inducing isolation provided an emo- 
tional basis for treating criminals. Obviously, a host of other motives 
went into the shift in punishment, and the hopes pinned to incarceration 
were soon muddied by the realities of prison life and the impurity of 
social motives. But an emotional shift against shame and tainted anger 
and toward the role of guilt in rehabilitation continued to find some 
expression. Later nineteenth-century movements that acknowledged ap- 
propriate anger against criminals, as in vigilante movements, reflected 
the complexities of the middle-class outlook, which had never entirely 
converted to early Victorian promptings about human innocence, but 
they also reflected the new acceptance of the idea of channeling anger 
toward the service of justice.” 

Love also met the law, contributing to the evolution of divorce provis- 
ions and breach-of-promise suits. From the mid—nineteenth century on- 
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ward, American law increasingly acknowledged a version of torts tar- 
geted at alienation of affections.°° Such a suit could be directed against 
an individual who purposefully alienated the affections of another’s 
spouse. The suits obviously expressed proprietary attitudes toward mar- 
riage (male and female alike), but they also emphasized the mental 
anguish caused by loss of a spouse’s or a fiancé’s love. There was no 
particular reference to material inconvenience, unlike earlier suits 
against enticement; the focus was on love and the pain of its disappear- 
ance. (Interestingly, this kind of action, common in American courts 
until the 1930s, did not develop in England despite the many similarities 
in other legal precedents.) Breach-of-promise actions, though less dis- 
tinctively American, also increased in the later nineteenth century, based 
again on the enormity of love, even in courtship, and the bitter loss 
entailed in its disruption. 

Divorce law recognized love through the back door of mental cruelty 
provisions.>! Allowances for divorce in cases of physical cruelty devel- 
oped only haltingly in various American states in the early nineteenth 
century; even proof of substantial bodily harm did not always suffice. 
Further, several courts ordered juries to ignore the question of whether 
a marriage had “‘that tenderness and affection which should characterize 
the matrimonial relation.” ** But the increasing emphasis on positive 
emotional bonds in marriage, along with beliefs in women’s frailty 
such that even words could sting, gradually widened the mental cruelty 
concept from a landmark Pennsylvania decision in 1849 onward. Insults 
could cause as much suffering as bodily pain, for, as the Massachusetts 
Supreme Court put it in 1867, a “deeply wounded sensibility and 
wretchedness of mind can hardly fail to affect the health.” 33 Even the 
need to claim damage to physical health gradually loosened, so that 
wounding the “mental feelings” of the other spouse might suffice, as in 
a path-breaking Kansas Supreme Court decision of 1883. This court 
connected this trend clearly to the new emotional ideals, noting that 
“the tendency of modern thought is to elevate the marriage relation and 
place it upon a higher plane, and to consider it as a mental and spiritual 
relation, as well as a physical relation.” 34 A California court repeated 
this sentiment in 1890, adding that marriage must now be seen ‘“‘as a 
union affecting the mental and spiritual life of the parties to it,” exhib- 
iting “mutual sentiments of love and respect.”°° Once launched, of 
course, the mental cruelty clause outstripped all competitors as grounds 
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for divorce in states that allowed it, but its popularity testifies to its 
vagueness rather than to mass adhesion to Victorian love ideals. The 
point is the thinking that underlay the nineteenth-century court deci- 
sions: a good marriage now carried such positive emotional valence that 
cruelty could be found in mere withholding of affection. 

Love of other sorts found institutional expressions that reveal what 
middle-class people actually thought, not just what public agencies de- 
creed. The monetary value of children soared at the end of the nineteenth 
century, as expressed in the cost of insurance policies and adoption alike. 
Just as their economic utility was disappearing, belief in the emotional 
significance of children inflated their market worth. 

Psychohistorians pointed out a decade ago that one obvious expres- 
sion of Victorian emphasis on intense love, and delight in appropriate 
manifestations of deep feeling, was the introduction of the honeymoon 
as a ritual following middle-class marriage. The honeymoon was de- 
signed to allow a couple to explore mutual feelings as well as sexual 
interests, and ideally helped translate the emotional intensity of court- 
ship into more permanent bonds. Here was a significant change in the 
de facto institution of marriage, fully in keeping with, and presumably 
supportive of, the Victorian valuation of love.*® 

Grief, finally, had its outlets as well. Death had rituals, inherited from 
the past, involving family and community participation in the act of 
dying whenever possible. Rituals after death more clearly changed in 
the nineteenth century to accommodate heightened emotion. Victorian 
funeral procedures, unlike those before or since, were intended both to 
remove the fear of death and to allow open expression of grief through 
ritual. Increasing use of cosmetics on corpses, and ultimately the rise of 
professional undertakers and embalmers who took over the handling of 
death from bereaved families, expressed mainly the desire to allay fear 
and to direct emotions away from decaying flesh to the bittersweet grief 
at a loved one’s loss. The practice of wearing mourning clothing spread. 
Funerals became more elaborate, cemeteries and tombstones more or- 
nate and evocative. Scholars have legitimately argued over whether the 
paraphernalia of middle-class Victorian funerals expressed simply grow- 
ing wealth and status rivalry, or real grief, and the sensible conclusion 
has been that both were involved.°’ Families really did need rituals that 
would allow them to show their grief. Where child death was involved, 
funeral monuments of unprecedented size combined with haunting epi- 
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taphs to convey the sorrow and love that sent the child to heaven. 
Gravestone euphemisms about death as sleep, or as going home, ex- 
pressed the grief-induced need to see death as something less than final.?8 
Love, anger, grief, fear, jealousy, and, somewhat ambivalently, guilt— 
all had repercussions in public arrangements designed to express inten- 
sity as well as regulate its targets. Law and leisure, not to mention 
burial arrangements or penology, were significantly altered as a result of 
emotional values, as jurists, school authorities, and other officials faith- 
fully acted under the guidelines of Victorian emotionology. Public ex- 
pression of the new emotional culture peaked between about 1870 and 
I910, Suggesting a not surprising lag between the first expression of the 
culture and its capacity a generation later to affect major institutions. 


Private Beliefs and Emotional Experience 


That Victorian leaders liked to claim adherence to new emotional stan- 
dards is no surprise. The new policies that resulted were significant, but 
they beg basic questions about the extent of real belief. Did Victorians 
internalize the new standards—not uniformly or completely, to be sure, 
but sufficiently to make a difference in their own emotional lives? 

The answer is yes, though again there can be no claim of precise 
measurement. Many Victorians clearly enjoyed the possibility of analyz- 
ing their emotional state, though there is evidence as well that the 
demanding rules of the culture made this process more than a bit bewil- 
dering. Henry Adams described a woman’s process in his 1880 novel, 
Democracy: 


Madeleine dissected her own feelings and was always wondering whether they 
were real or not; she had a habit of taking off her mental clothing, as she might 
take off a dress, and looking at it as though it belonged to someone else, and as 
though sensations were manufactured like clothes.>? 


While women were most vocal about their emotional inventories, men 
too, as we will see, frequently offered comments, particularly in the 
throes of love or highly charged friendship. The evaluation process 
reflected the importance of the emotional culture in many private lives. 
Several historians have already developed a convincing case concern- 
ing the internalization of restrictions on anger on the part of some 
middle-class women. Barred from expressing their real emotions, or even 
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admitting unladylike sentiments to themselves, some women converted 
anger into psychosomatic illness, with such manifestations as hysterical 
paralysis. Intense familial love could have its pathological side as well. 
Smothered by parental affection that they could neither deny nor fail to 
reciprocate, some girls began to develop anorexia nervosa as a means 
out of the emotional trap. Here, Victorian standards showed their re- 
pressive edge and their reality, however distorted, in the experience of a 
minority of middle-class women.*° 

Certainly there is widespread evidence of women’s concern about 
living up to the emotional ideal by working sedulously against impulses 
of anger or jealousy. Lucilla McCorkle, a southern minister’s wife, urged 
the following duties on herself in her private journal: ‘‘Self-denial—in 
food & clothing & keeping the tongue. early [sic] rising—industry — 
economy system—cheerfulness & sobriety—keeping down & quelling 
the spirit of malevolence, fault finding—covetousness or rather jeal- 
ousy,” adding that she feared she suffered from “that disease.” Many 
women recalled specific attempts to keep anger under control when they 
were girls: “As I grew up I learned to keep intact a second self... who 
walked in tranquil beauty ... [who] maintained her place unruffled 
when the other self was annoyed, dismayed.” Elizabeth Parsons Chan- 
ning noted in a diary entry in 1874: “Irritable. Ashamed of myself when 
I am so alive to the desirableness of a sweet temper.” Or Lydia Sigour- 
ney, anxious about feeling unpleasant the day before: “I'll try to carry a 
sunbeam in my heart today.” Many women claimed in private diaries to 
feel no anger against their spouses, though some would single out a 
particular issue—such as policies toward slaves—that allowed some 
indignation to be expressed. Many reported both the goal of repressing 
anger and the real difficulties encountered en route, including the com- 
plication of guilt when anger was discerned, even privately. As Charlotte 
Gilman put it: “The task of self-government was not easy. To repress a 
harsh answer, to confess a fault, and to stop (right or wrong) in the 
midst of self-defence, in gentle submission, sometimes requires a struggle 
like life and death.” Many women reported, in sum, a temperament 
hardly as magically anger free as some advice writers ascribed to femi- 
ninity, but a very definite effort in that direction. A few even reported 
gleeful triumphs in which errant husbands were cast down through their 
own unjustified rage while the wife stood calmly by. As Mrs. Abigail 
Bailey put it in her memoirs, “I felt obligated to bear my faithful testi- 
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mony to him against his wickedness; which I repeatedly did.” Here of 
course was the suggestion of very real anger, but carefully manipulated 
both to fit the Victorian norms and to use those very norms to confound 
the offending spouse.*! 

Women continued to work toward appropriate anger control 
throughout the nineteenth century. Winifred Babcock, admitting fury 
when her boyfriend dumped her, quickly returned to the party line in 
her memoirs: “But rage! What has it ever done to heal even the slightest 
hurt or wound. Oh I could tramp up and down... and wring my hands 
... but alas! would that bring me any comfort?” Adults, particularly 
men, increasingly applied teasing to anger in young girls, who registered 
the idea that they were being laughed at. While this suggests a slight 
loosening of the strictest rules concerning girls and anger consistent with 
a generally more permissive approach in end-of-the-century childrearing, 
girls nonetheless learned that grownup dignity and displays of temper 
were incompatible. A middle-class Pittsburgh girl’s memoir notes admi- 
ration at an oath by a peer—‘“‘Oh, the dickens” —while quickly adding 
that “‘since even the mildest oaths were discouraged at home, I never 
dared to use such a vigorous expletive.” And there were mothers who 
managed to provide role models of apparently complete mastery over 
temper. Whatever the realities of the case, their daughters could discern 
no chink in mother’s emotional perfection, and under her tutelage they 
also learned not to quarrel with any frequency or bitterness. Mother was 
simply never angry.*” 

Whether blessed with sunny dispositions or not, Victorian women 
showed other signs of contact with the goals of controlling the danger- 
ous emotions. Vocal concern about dealings with servants was a staple 
of nineteenth-century domestic life. Among other things, these concerns 
expressed a very real anxiety that it was impossible in practice to pre- 
serve the calm demeanor that the emotional culture required. Many 
servants were simply too trying, too willing to resort to anger in confron- 
tations with their mistresses. The domestic side of Victorian emotionol- 
ogy urged “equable and cheerful temper and tones in the housekeeper” 
as part of the larger atmosphere that should inform family life. Servants 
were vital to this atmosphere but were often criticized for improper 
emotional signals to the children in their charge. In fact, many 
housewives found it difficult to “refrain from angry tones” in dealing 
with servants, and their resultant guilt often worsened the atmosphere 
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still further. Inability to live up to stated goals contributed to the tension 
in the mistress-servant relationship throughout the century, and to the 
decline of live-in service toward the century’s end.” 

Finally, girls imbibed the messages about restraint of anger well into 
the early twentieth century. Even if they displayed a temper later as 
adults, they concealed it in childhood, in contrast to boys, whose adult 
personality was in this regard much easier to discern.** 

On the repressive side, in sum, many women were deeply affected by 
the Victorian norms, fighting for control when the standards proved 
difficult, often conveying considerable success, sometimes suffering psy- 
chosomatic ailments because of the strain involved. 

In actuality as in culture, however, repression was not the whole 
story. Men and women alike expressed deep commitment to the ideals 
of intensity in love and grief. They spoke about their fervor, wrote of it 
in letters, and gave it a prominent place in many diaries. 

Expressions of love could start early. A child’s letter from 1899: 


My dearest Mother, 
Words cannot express how I miss you. 
[then some chitchat] 
(I love you with all my heart with all my soul and all my body.) 
{more chitchat] 
Your most devoted daughter, 
Sweetest Mother, 


And from a recollection years later: “We all loved Mother with all our 
hearts, with all our souls and with all our bodies, and when she went 
away we missed her more than tongue could tell. In later years, she said 
that she was afraid she had let us love her too much, that she sometimes 
thought we had put her in place of God. If we did, we might easily have 
had a less worthy idea of God.” 4 

Mothers could respond in kind. Although women’s magazines late in 
the nineteenth century began trumpeting a crisis between mothers and 
daughters, in which the former could no longer approve of the lifestyle 
changes of youth and/or the latter had lost the affectionate respect due 
their elders, actual middle-class mothers and daughters shared a deep 
emotional bond, with apparently few exceptions. When their daughters 
left for work or college, their mothers wrote them with ardent support, 
visited often, and in some instances actually stayed with them for a time. 
Disputes occurred, to be sure, but they were usually surrounded with 
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reassuring love. As one wrote, “Your life must not be stunted by us [the 
parents].... Our love can make any leaps of time and distance.” 46 
Reciprocating, even the “new” young women who were building careers 
referred to their mothers as “the anchor” of their lives. Both the depth 
of this feeling and the willingness to express it in ardent terms reflected 
real correspondence with the emotional culture of child- and moth- 
erlove, even at a time when middle-class women’s lives were changing 
noticeably. 

The love theme pervaded courtship, again leading to expressions, 
from men as well as women, fully in keeping with the most soaring 
versions of Victorian culture. Byron Caldwell Smith, pressing Katherine 
Stephens in letters between 1874 and 1876, urged, “Oh write, write I 
am perishing to see on paper the words—I love you.” Describing the 
“great passion that fills me,” his “great life-passion,”’ he distinguished 
his love from mere romance, assuring her of “true” love and constancy. 
“It [true love] is to love with all one’s soul what is pure, what is high, 
what is eternal.” “A tender true heart that loves unselfishly, and seeks 
and understands a love which is not the mere surprise of the senses . . . 
but why should I go on to describe what I love to her I love.” And of 
course the religious connection was ever present: “I feel somehow that 
the Holy power which sustains and moves the ancient universe ... 
reveals itself to me as love.” “To love you... and to sink my life in the 
Divine life through you, seem to me the supreme end of my existence.” 
Women could respond in kind, as Angelina Grimke did to Theodore 
Weld: “Yes my heart continuously cleaves to you, deep of my nature is 
moved to meet the reaching agonies of your soul after me.” “Why does 
not the love of my own dear sister ... satisfy.... Why do I feel in my 
inmost soul that you, you only, can fill up the deep void that is there?”’ 
And Theodore answered flight with flight: “How many times have I felt 
my heart ... reaching out in every agony after you and cleaving to you, 
feeling that we are no more twain but one flesh.”’*’ 

From at least the 1830s until 1900 thousands of middle-class couples, 
during their courtship years and sometimes afterward when separation 
necessitated letter writing, tried to describe the deep, spiritual love that 
filled them. The themes were almost commonplace. Granting of course 
that the letters still available today may not be fully representative of 
courtship sentiments, studies of middle-class youth reveal a virtually 
unquestioned assumption that intense, spiritual love would be the basis 
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for engagement and marriage. Autobiographies and other commentaries 
echo these sentiments, while the Mosher survey, addressing upper-mid- 
dle-class women at the end of the century, reveals similar, if somewhat 
less ethereal, beliefs in the centrality of abiding love in marriage.*® A 
central tenet of Victorian emotional culture, in sum, corresponded to the 
real emotional aspirations of much of the middle class and to the felt 
experience of a sizeable number within it. Childhood experience (includ- 
ing deep love for siblings as well as for mothers), encounters with the 
standards of love through fiction and advice books, and the promptings 
of religious feeling and sexual deferment all combined to create this 
relationship between belief and reality. 

Furthermore, the quest for deep emotional fulfillment in love also 
spilled over into friendship and many lifelong relations among sisters. 
The searing language used in letters between women friends has been 
frequently noted as a Victorian characteristic; it obviously transferred 
into friendship much of the intensity with which the culture surrounded 
love in general. “Dear darling Sarah! How I love you and how happy I 
have been! You are the joy of my life... . I cannot tell you how much 
happiness you gave me, nor how constantly it is all in my thoughts... . 
My darling how I long for the time when I shall see you.” Marriage did 
not necessarily interrupt these outpourings, in some cases, no doubt, 
because the emotional expectations brought to wedlock were not ful- 
filled. References to kissing, eternal love, and devotion pepper the letters 
of women to each other. “I wanted so to put my arms round my girl of 
all the girls in the world and tell her . . . I love her as wives do love their 
husbands, as friends who have taken each other for life—and I believe 
in her as I believe in my God.” Religiouslike qualities helped women 
identify their emotions, as Mary Grew wrote: “Love is spiritual, only 
passion is sexual.” 4? 

Young men developed similar passions in the period of life during 
their early twenties when they had separated from parents but were not 
yet positioned to launch courtship. In letters and journals they described 
themselves as “fervent lovers” and wrote of their “deep and burning 
affection.” Like the women, they commented on their physical contacts 
with each other and dreamed of a life of mutual intimacy. When the time 
came to separate, usually when one friend married, the emotionality of 
friendship came to the surface again: “[O]ur hearts were full of that true 
friendship which could not find utterance by words, we laid our heads 
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upon each other’s bosom and wept, it may be unmanly to weep, but I 
care not, the spirit was touched.” °° 

Male intimacy almost always ended with marriage, and most men, 
even in their passionate youth, knew that this would be so. Women, in 
contrast, might preserve the passion or might use it to generate intense 
resentment against the marital threat. Thus in a letter of congratulation 
to a newly wed couple, one friend addressed the husband: “Do you 
know sir, that until you came along I believe that she loved me almost 
as girls love their lovers. I know I loved her so. Don’t you wonder that I 
can stand the sight of you?” Here, real experience not only gave sub- 
stance to the fervent love preached by Victorian culture but also to the 
common theme of separation emotions that sustained so many short 
stories dealing with sisters or friends adjusting to the marriage of one of 
their number.°! 

As with love in its principal forms, so, logically enough, with grief: 
the Victorians who expressed themselves in letters, diaries, and often in 
ritual commonly expected, articulated, and felt the sharpness that grief 
was supposed to generate.°* The intensity resulted above all from the 
attachments of love, but it was heightened by emotionological approval 
of grief itself, such that its presence was expected, its absence a potential 
occasion for guilt. Grief applied most poignantly to death but also to 
departures and other separations. Nellie Wetherbee recorded in her diary 
as she left her family to head west, “I only cried as the steamer sailed 
away —bitter, bitter tears.” The death of children produced almost over- 
whelming emotion, as an 1897 diary reported: “Jacob is dead. Tears 
blind my eyes as I write ... now he is at rest, my little darling Jacob. 
Hope to meet you in heaven. God help me to bear my sorrow.” Here, 
clearly, not only the pain of grief but also the conscious handling of grief 
with references to reunion and divine support reflect the currency of the 
larger Victorian culture. Men as well as women expressed their sorrow. 
A Civil War soldier leaves his family in 1863, crying for days before the 
final departure, then musing in his diary both on his great love and on 
the “cruelty” of the separation. A minister, coincidentally in the same 
year, asks Jesus to “support me under this crushing blow”—his 
brother’s death. Another man, recording in 1845 the death of a brother- 
in-law, ended his entry: “Oh! What sorrow burst in upon us at the 
melancholy news of his death.... All is sorrow and weeping.” Even 
nostalgic recollection brought grief, as when Sarah Huntington recalled 
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a loss of two years earlier: “Reading these letters revived all the exclu- 
siveness and intenseness of my love for him I once called husband.” 53 

Some facets of grief varied, to be sure. Different personalities re- 
sponded differently to death. Death could still call up diary entries 
dwelling on the transience of life and the uncertainties of God’s judg- 
ment. Some diaries report that intense grief followed death for a month 
or so, then tapered off; others record a fresh renewal of grief well over a 
year after a death or separation. In the main, however, the obligation to 
record grief and the felt intensity of grief as a direct reaction to love 
rather than to fears of death reflected real-life experiences of the culture’s 
emotional standards. Deep loss, hopes for reunion in the afterlife, bitter- 
sweet recollections of the ongoing love—all were commonplace in the 
private reportage. 

Of course grief intensities also varied with the level of acquaintance 
and the kind of death. Deaths that were lingering, providing the chance 
to prepare, sometimes caused less grief than sudden departures; the 
concept of a “good death” may have cushioned grief in the former 
instances. Where sheer pain dominated, as in the unexpected death of a 
child, the bittersweet theme might be absent entirely. But efforts to see 
beauty in death, to emphasize the sharing of grief by friends as well as 
the consolation of a better life in heaven, expressed some of the qualities 
urged in the more general commentary on this emotion. Christian resig- 
nation entered into the formula, along with frequent references to the 
“happier world” beyond and the beauty of the dead body (a clearly 
Victorian theme expressed for example in death kits for children’s dolls), 
but so did hopes for reunion—a child “‘spends this Sunday in Heaven 
with all her departed relatives,” wrote a Schenectady Protestant—and a 
sense of propriety in the love shared, through grief, in the family circle 
and beyond.** 

Prescriptions against unacceptable expressions of dangerous emo- 
tions, particularly by women, were thus matched by even more open 
references to fervent love and grief. The final ingredient of the Victorian 
amalgam, successful channeling of fear and anger, received less frequent 
comment, but here too there was real experience. 

Courage and controlled anger showed most openly in what Anthony 
Rotundo has called Victorian middle-class boy culture. Groups of boys, 
fiercely independent of their mothers, developed a host of games to test 
aggressiveness and courage. They teamed up to throw stones at each 
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other. They developed hazing rituals to test their ability to withstand 
fear—a habit that was institutionalized by the 1830s in male fraternities 
and lodges, where hazing challenges were extended into young adult- 
hood.°> These activities and the emotional values that underlay them 
contrasted magnificently with the maternally dominated domestic 
sphere, which was precisely their purpose. Yet they also corresponded, 
in tenor if not in cruel specifics, to the advice being offered about male 
ability to use and channel dangerous emotions. A game of “‘soak-about”’ 
involved boys hitting one of their number in a vulnerable spot with a 
hard ball—a test of the ability to endure fear and pain. “Dares”? were 
endemic—‘“‘the deeper the water, the thinner the ice, the longer the 
run, the hotter the blaze, the more certain [was] the challenge.” Again, 
Victorian courage found a daily puerile expression. The taunts of ‘‘cry- 
baby” and “sissy” awaited any who could not pass the tests. Anger was 
tested as well, as boys preferred to settle “a personal grievance at once, 
even if the explanation is made with fists.” And while cultural pundits 
clucked about boys’ wildness, they, too, approved of hearty play that 
would assure, as “Mrs. Manners” put it, that no male child turned into 
a “girl-boy.” 26 This boy culture began to be curtailed somewhat by the 
1880s, as length of schooling extended and new, adult-run institutions 
like scouting introduced more supervision and regulation into boys’ 
lives. But even these institutions, as we have seen, maintained an emo- 
tionology that valued and tested courage in the face of fear and the 
ability to summon up channeled anger. The culture had real impact on 
the ways Victorian boys lived. 

Adult men manifested their adherence to the dominant emotionology 
as well. Men may have been fearful in the face of business innovations 
and intense competition, as one author has recently argued, but the 
commitment to express courageous joy in facing down the odds was 
high. This was one reason why many businessmen and professional 
people were open to the doctrines of social Darwinism, which provided 
a scientific basis for the values of male conquest of fear or of anger- 
fueled rivalry. Middle-class soldiers in the Civil War, like Oliver Wendell 
Holmes, delighted, as we have seen, in writing about their reactions to 
battle in terms of heroic boys’ stories, expressing wonder at their cool- 
ness under fire. Adherence to the ideal of channeled anger showed in at 
least two settings. Male politicians and reformers routinely used angry 
invective and anger-inspired moral fervor in debate, with no sense of 
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inappropriateness or need for subsequent apology. They, like the larger 
culture, shared the view that anger in a just cause was useful; calm, 
rational presentations would not alone suffice. Businessmen showed 
their anger too. A foreman angrily replied to complaining workers in 
Chicago, “Quit if you want to. You are welcome to quit.” Worker 
protest brought anger into the open, with employers frequently “raging 
like tigers,” as one employee put it around 1900.°” 

Documentation of male commitment to utilizing the dangerous emo- 
tions is hardly voluminous, and of course, quite apart from the question 
of individuals’ adherence to cultural standards, personalities varied. Ref- 
erences to fear and justifiable anger were frequent, however, suggesting 
genuine correspondence between the dominant emotionology and the 
ways in which many men perceived their own emotional responses. Not 
surprisingly, the same atmosphere produced frequent real-life conflicts 
between emotional standards at work and those desired at home. Many 
a man, like the harassed coal company manager described in a Pitts- 
burgh memoir, came home irritable, repairing to his library (and its 
bottles) in silence—not living up fully to the domestic ideals so much as 
carving out a certain solitude in their midst. Precisely because the dan- 
gerous emotions were tried at work, the cultural tension applied to 
manhood in principle could prove difficult in the daily experience.’ 

Emotional reality is a complex entity, and its historical documenta- 
tion is maddeningly elusive. In contrast to the institutional expressions 
of emotional culture, personal experience admits of tentative generaliza- 
tions at best. Available diaries and letters provide strong evidence that 
the standards for intense love and grief were internalized, but obviously 
most people’s emotions, even within the middle class, went unrecorded. 
Whether the experience of love, guilt, or grief (or, for men, anger or 
courage) differed from experiences in the past cannot be decisively deter- 
mined. Individuals’ descriptions of experience did change, but emotions 
are more than verbal reports. They also involve behaviors and physio- 
logical changes, and the latter, in particular, do not permit historical 
measurement.°? Furthermore, individual variation around norms is im- 
possible to track. We know, in contemporary society, that some individ- 
uals are more anger prone than others, and experiments show that 
anger-prone people respond differently to the same stimuli. Such person- 
ality variation surely occurred in the past as well. Nevertheless, cultural 
norms may affect the available range of personality types, as well as the 
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way individuals present their personalities. Norms clearly affect the 
verbal presentation and self-evaluation aspects of emotional experience, 
even if other reaches remain unclear. 

Thus, Victorian emotional culture did shape real emotional life, 
though it did not describe it perfectly or completely. The way people 
loved or grieved or encountered fear was defined in part by what they 
were taught; and to an extent, both emotional experience and emo- 
tionology were shaped by the same functional and broader cultural 
factors. Exactly how much the distinctiveness of the culture is reflected 
in a similar experiential distinctiveness is not clear. Basic physiology, 
personality variations, or even the time lag between the generation of 
new standards and widespread assimilation may have limited the cul- 
tural hold on emotional reality. A tension between lived emotional 
experience and beliefs is a common aspect of emotional life, which 
means that the beliefs are important but not always determinant; and 
this was surely as true in relation to the demanding standards of the 
Victorian decades as it is in a rather different emotional culture today. 
Nevertheless, from illnesses encouraged by emotional constraints to ex- 
pectations formed in search of love, the Victorian encounter with inten- 
sity expanded beyond the covers of the advice books and popular ro- 
mances. Many people lived the culture in substantial measure. 


Emotional Interactions 


A third area in which reality and perception intertwined also reflected 
Victorian emotionology. In addition to its impact on public institutions 
and individual experience, emotional culture also colored the way mid- 
dle-class people reacted to the emotions of others. This final realm is just 
being opened up in sociology and social psychology, as researchers turn 
from a preoccupation with the emotional impulses of individuals to an 
inquiry into broader emotional functions. In this new view, emotions are 
primarily designed to affect relationships, and thus they must be tested 
not only in terms of the signals an individual sends or wishes to send but 
also in terms of the likely responses. Grief, for example, though perhaps 
initially designed as a way of restoring the lost loved one, ultimately 
serves the function of encouraging emotional support from others to 
ease the griever through the loss; it builds compensatory relationships. 
Yet this purpose is served only if the relevant others accept the grief 
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signal. For Victorian emotionology this raises a question: Were people 
ready to accept the intensities of others, even as they wrote certain 
intensities into sports programs or sought to describe their own emo- 
tional lives in culturally appropriate terms? 

Here, too, the answer is affirmative, though a host of research oppor- 
tunities remain. Victorians clearly expected to deal with intense emo- 
tional expressions from other people so long as the settings were appro- 
priate—just as they expected suitable restraint, as part of proper 
etiquette, in other settings. Public reactions to the crime-of-passion trials, 
for example, suggested a widespread belief by both genders that extreme 
jealousy was a valid emotional response in certain equally extreme in- 
stances, even when accompanied by violence. The defendants who won 
their pleas received considerable outpourings of popular support at the 
close of trials and in subsequent letters. On a more ordinary basis, 
despite cultural disapproval of jealousy, many Victorians seem to have 
accepted jealous responses from a suitor or partner and to have been 
willing to adjust behavior accordingly. Thus husbands were urged not, 
in their wives’ presence, to “enthusiastically praise the sterling qualities 
of other women,” while wives should not “invidiously eulogize the 
seemingly incomparable character of other men.” Men often concealed 
behavior that might cause jealousy —which was an indirect recognition 
of its potential intensity——while wives were urged to do the same. Love 
letters, while sometimes attempting to assure that possessiveness did not 
taint the spiritual qualities desired, sometimes also admitted jealousy at 
least circuitously. “Do not think I assume the right to control your 
actions; but I love you too fondly to share our smiles with another.” © 
And the appropriate reaction from a lover was adjustment, with prom- 
ises not to give reason for jealousy in the future. Response here was 
complex, for jealousy was not to be accorded too much status. Yet there 
was little attempt in practice to deny the emotion’s validity (except by 
some of the experimenters in utopian communities). While jealousy 
could be acknowledged, this was not an emotion to be flaunted. 

Responses to emotion changed demonstrably in certain instances. 
During the eighteenth century upper-class southern men had professed 
considerable indifference to women’s anxieties about childbirth. After 
1800, however, they changed their tune, admitting real validity to 
women’s fears, sharing some of their anxieties, and even cooperating in 
reducing conceptions in order to limit the risks. There were many rea- 
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sons for this behavior, including of course the increasing belief in female 
frailty, which made admission of fear and weakness seem more appro- 
priate. But enhanced emotional attachment and even anticipated grief 
joined in as men empathized more fully with women in this area in part 
because of their own awareness of potential emotional loss. Emotional 
reaction to expressions of concern thus changed far more than did the 
women’s fears that evoked it.®! 

Expectations toward guilt also changed. As we have seen, the stan- 
dard use of guilt in childrearing involved isolating the offender from the 
family network until guilt had done its work and could be suitably 
expressed in sincere apology. Then the incident could be officially for- 
gotten and relationships restored. Parents taught, then, that indications 
of guilt were vital cues in preserving or recovering social contacts, and 
these lessons were carried into later life. Functional guilt surely operated 
in the eighteenth century as well, but a greater reliance on shame pro- 
duced different expectations, as community disapproval might be meted 
out in any event. Again, responses to intense expression shifted.°* 

Intense expressions of love were obviously regarded as acceptable by 
many of their recipients. This process may well have begun in childhood 
as boys and girls learned the normalcy of fervent maternal affection. 
Certainly love letters suggest scant hesitation to express soulful depths. 
The only apparent concerns about expression of love were the fears that 
passion might not be reciprocated or that it might somehow complicate 
appropriate religious duties. No evidence suggests that lovers attempted 
to defuse the intensities of their partners, and even rejections of affection 
treated the emotion itself, if not its particular target, as appropriately 
fervent. 

Nor did most same-sex friends hesitate to receive expressions of 
passion from their partners. Most exchanges seem to have involved 
mutual expressions of deep emotion with no warnings against excess. 
Expressions of friendly love were naturally more muted when there was 
uncertainty about whether the love was reciprocated, or in the rare case 
when parties worried that their fervor might be misconstrued as sexual. 
A breakup of a friendship might also occasion disparities between the 
continued passion of one friend and the new indifference of the other, as 
on the occasion of a marriage. But even in these cases the appropriate- 
ness of passion itself was not questioned; it was simply less welcome due 
to altered circumstances. Because most male friendships dissolved on 
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marriage, men rarely questioned expressions of intensity: these were fine 
while the friendship thrived, and they stopped when it was over. Only in 
the case of some women friends, particularly when one partner married, 
was there any significant implication that the suitability of emotional 
fervor was at all in doubt. Thus, Mary Hallock Foote wrote her friend: 
“Imagine yourself kissed a dozen times my darling. Perhaps it is well for 
you that we are far apart. You might find my thanks so expressed rather 
overpowering.” And later: “You know dear Helena, I really was in love 
with you. It was a passion such as I had never known until I saw you. I 
don’t think it was the noblest way to love you.” 6 Some of these hesita- 
tions may have related to sexual desires or manifestations, complications 
that cropped up in expressions of heterosexual love as well; but some 
may have captured an otherwise unusual doubt about intensity itself, as 
it would be perceived by the other or might be judged by outsiders. 

Many other settings, besides those involving love, showed acceptance 
of deep emotion. Boys obviously expected channeled anger from others 
and expected to see others react to, and conquer, fear. Their derision 
was reserved for those who shunned intensity, not for those who re- 
vealed it. 

Grief was also accepted. Its function of building supporting relation- 
ships to cushion loss seem normally to have worked. Many adults drew 
close on the death of a child as they accepted each other’s grief and the 
terms in which it could be consoled. Grieving diarists commented on the 
“sympathy of friends” and the importance of shared ritual. Etiquette 
books emphasized appropriate rituals for expressing grief and channel- 
ing reactions to it, but they too acknowledged the validity of the emotion 
and the need of supportive friends and relatives to respond to it. Writers 
on manners deplored any disruptive potential in conversation, to be 
sure. A few, in this vein, urged that signs of mourning be ignored in 
dealings with mere acquaintances. This advice, particularly common in 
the first half of the century, recognized emotional intensity —“‘any allu- 
sion to the subject of his grief [is] very painful to him’’—but recom- 
mended an aloof reaction. More common was the recommendation that 
good manners obliged people of good breeding to call on a bereaved 
family and then to take the cue from the family’s own tone. If the family 
was attempting to put up a brave front, one should keep the conversa- 
tion distracting; but “if they speak of their misfortune,” one should 
“join them” by speaking well of the dead and showing active, saddened 
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sympathy. Almost all manners authors felt compelled to address grief as 
a significant part of public interactions. 

Of course, as in previous centuries, grief might go on too long in 
certain individual cases and require assistance from doctor or minister. 
But emphasis was placed on the enhancement to spiritual love that might 
be derived from emotional sharing, not on the dangers of excess. It is 
possible indeed that Victorian culture encouraged acknowledgment of 
grief over an unusually long span, as in the case of the father who noted 
long after the death of a child, “There are some wounds which are never 
healed—which break out afresh and trouble the afflicted heart... . I 
find but little abatement of that yearning and longing for his dear face.” 

References to grief in letters and diaries are notable for their open 
expressions of the intensity of grief, but they are equally as notable for 
their uniform assumption of emotional harmony as families and friends 
grouped to help each other articulate and cope with grief. Mourners 
frequently recorded the importance of family and community support. A 
father, grieving for a dead son, recalled the “substantial and visible 
tokens of sympathy from our numerous friends and neighbors.” Along 
with religion, this support made grief endurable. “The sympathy of 
friends is valuable but vain is all that man can do if the love of God be 
wanting. ... We feel confident that it is well with our dear boy and that 
our loss is his gain.” The growing cultural response to grief, as well as 
individual acceptance of cultural norms, underlay what Philippe Ariés 
has termed a nineteenth-century transition from fear of death of self to 
fear of death of others. 

Sadness, in contrast, became perhaps more problematic than it had 
been before. A distaste for sadness had increased in the eighteenth 
century, at least as suggested in diaries, and by the nineteenth century 
this was enhanced by a masculine aversion to tears. The passive qualities 
of sadness, its lack of motivational intensity, may account for the de- 
creased willingness to respond to this emotion. Against life’s minor 
tribulations, a cheerful countenance and a willingness to take effective 
remedial action won the readiest response. Sadness, if it must exist, 
should be private and undemanding of others.°° 

The most elusive of the culturally sanctioned emotional intensities 
involved anger. Victorians hedged intense anger with cautions in any 
event: it should not apply to women, and even in men it should be 
directed only at justifiable targets. Quite apart from such complexities, 
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the fact that expressions of anger normally arouse anger in response 
(except where pronounced social inferiority compels concealment) pre- 
vents any facile statements about response. Victorians by no means 
enjoyed being the targets of others’ anger, even when they believed in 
principle that intense anger could serve good purposes. Thus factory 
owners, confronted with angry workers, could refer to “troublemakers” 
and ‘‘big mouths” as if the emotion behind protest formed part of the 
problem. Even here, however, there was no elaborate effort to argue that 
workers’ anger showed bad character or personality deficiency. The 
arguments referred more to violation of hierarchy than to a rejection of 
anger. In settings of greater equality, angry exchanges might be per- 
versely enjoyable. Japanese visitors to the U.S. Congress commented on 
the emotional ferocity of political attacks and their odd compatibility 
with subsequent cooperation. Even adult women, after 1860, might win 
public approval for expressions of angry outrage in a morally sanctioned 
cause like temperance.” 

Revealingly, etiquette codes, which were far more inclined toward 
restraint than other prescriptive materials, themselves waffled on the 
issue of anger. The manners books stressed the importance of restraint 
and decorum as part of good breeding. No wanton anger could be 
indulged. At times this preoccupation with restraint went so far as to 
suggest that no occasion warranted a quarrel, that tranquillity made 
flight preferable to loss of control. Thus The Mentor warned, “To get 
angry with an inferior is degrading; with an equal, dangerous; with a 
superior, ridiculous.” But most etiquette advice for men actually sug- 
gested that in certain circumstances anger might be displayed and there- 
fore socially accepted. Thus inferiors should be treated calmly, but if 
they must be disciplined, anger might be added “sufficiently far to make 
the reprimand more severe.” An angry attack from an inferior should be 
ignored, and if it came from one decidedly inferior, or from a woman, it 
should be handled by calling the police. But if anger stemmed from a 
near equal, or if it involved violence, or “when it places you in an 
awkward position in presence of equals,” it could appropriately be 
acknowledged and answered in kind.®’ Anger remained dangerous. But 
if it issued from a social superior it might have to be swallowed. And if 
it occurred in a situation of some social equality, among men, it might 
legitimately open an angry exchange. Anger, in sum, did not automati- 
cally disqualify; it could be accepted by others either through submis- 
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siveness (the lot, the manners books implied, of many gentle women) or 
by inducing a quarrel, sometimes even a violent quarrel. In this latter 
case intensity could beget intensity in a process that both parties might 
find legitimate and (though this must be glimpsed between the lines of 
the manners books) perhaps even enjoyable—an emotional recollection 
of boyhood tests. 

Victorians, in sum, were frequently willing not simply to express 
emotional fervor on their own but to receive it from others as well. In 
some respects their reactions differed from those of the eighteenth cen- 
tury, just as the emotional norms themselves had altered. Intense love 
was no problem so long as both parties shared the attraction. Grief, with 
its bittersweet pain, was meant to evoke sympathetic response, as of 
course were sincere signs of guilt. Only the milder, more cloying emo- 
tions, like sadness, may have evoked increasingly annoyed responses in 
nineteenth-century relationships. The dangerous emotions, like jealousy 
and, particularly, anger, though sometimes producing rejections or eva- 
sions, could themselves elicit active response; they did not automatically 
place the emoter on the defensive. Evidence about emotional response is, 
to be sure, sketchy, particularly when one moves beyond the emotions 
most involved in family relationships—love, grief, even jealousy. Yet 
there are indications that Victorians accepted the implications of their 
culture not only in their perceptions and expressions of their own emo- 
tions but also in many of their reactions to intensity in others. 


Conclusion 


Victorian emotionology was distinctive in many respects, and it pro- 
duced behaviors that were distinctive as well. The tenor of address to 
lovers and friends, dotted with “My Beloveds” and “My Adoreds,”’ 
rings odd to the modern ear. So does the idea of responding to anger 
with anger as part of proper etiquette (albeit severely hedged). Emo- 
tional paragons who could express deep love and persuade their children 
that they were never angry seem almost too good to be true—yet in the 
nineteenth century, some of these were thought to exist. Culture by no 
means perfectly described real emotional experience or responses to 
others, but some correspondence with professed values clearly existed. 
The causes of the culture itself affected actual emotional perceptions, 
and the culture, widely disseminated from childhood onward and essen- 
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tially undisputed within the mainstream middle class, also helped mold 
these real emotional reactions. The same holds true for public institu- 
tions. 

Thus the major themes of the culture—the effort to combine selective 
restraint with insistence on real intensity —threaded through emotional 
life itself. Friendships, love, uses and expectations of guilt, responses to 
anger, and responses to bereavement all showed the distinctive marks, 
even though our ability to gauge all the ingredients is limited. The 
intensity component of the culture affected self-perceptions and the 
responses anticipated from others, which is why it translated into lived 
experience. 

Intensity is itself elusive. Because its mark on Victorian life was so 
important and because its hold was soon to be challenged, it deserves 
definition as well as repeated reference. Interestingly, contemporary 
emotions researchers have just begun attempts to define and measure 
emotional intensity. In one taxonomy of emotional fervor, several evalu- 
ation criteria have been proposed, including speed of emotional arousal, 
level of peak emotional experience, and duration. These criteria do not 
necessarily move in the same direction. Levels of intensity vary according 
to certain factors that, if stated very generally, apply to all imaginable 
societies and time periods, to wit: proximity of the individual or event 
that triggers emotion; nature and immediacy of the trigger; and social 
similarity of the individuals emotionally interacting, with greater per- 
ceived similarity heightening arousal, peak, and/or duration.® 

Victorian culture and aspects of Victorian experience conduced to 
unusual emotional intensity as defined by several of these criteria, 
though of course Victorians did not address the subject in explicit fash- 
ion. The word ‘“‘intenseness”’ does crop up, as we have seen, but with no 
scientific rigor attached. Emotional rules certainly encouraged high 
peaks and considerable duration where love or grief was concerned, 
early arousal and high peaks in cases of deserved guilt. Encounters with 
fear could involve arousal and peak intensities as well. Early arousal to 
anger was not recommended in this more complex of the Victorian 
intensities, but when the target warranted, peak and duration could both 
be extensive. Emphasis on the importance of family members and friends 
urged recognition of immediacy and proximity and of course generated 
a sense of social similarity even across gender lines, at least where love 
or grief was involved. There are, in sum, reasons to believe that a general 
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map of emotional intensity highlights the ways in which Victorians 
promoted and accepted fervor. The special commitment to intensity is 
also explained by the causes underlying Victorian emotionology, includ- 
ing not only the need to cement family bonds in an uncertain environ- 
ment but also the effort to find an equivalent for religious emotion 
and motivation. 

Intensity, and resulting appraisals of one’s own and others’ emotional 
reactions, is a historical variable. All societies, of course, produce emo- 
tional experiences of varied intensity and personalities susceptible to 
varying emotional loads. Thus, although Victorian culture and many of 
its institutional and private manifestations facilitated emotional engage- 
ment, it did not make all middle-class people alike and indeed, it deliber- 
ately separated the genders according to the types of intensity available 
to each. It did not prompt uniformly intense reactions and explicitly 
discouraged certain kinds of emotions while recommending a number of 
careful controls. But even as Victorians accepted constraints in many 
aspects of life, they welcomed, even depended upon, emotional depth. 
From boyhood challenge to adult grief, they assumed strong passions. 


4 


From Vigor to Ventilation: | 
A New Approach to Negative Emotions 


Beginning clearly in the 1920s, with hints a bit earlier, middle-class 
advice literature began to move away from the Victorian standards. 
Writers seemed sometimes aware of their innovation, sometimes oblivi- 
ous, yet even in the latter case the change in tone became quite clear. 

We deliberately move in this section to a synthesis of the major 
changes in American emotional standards, as they took shape from 
about 1920 to the 1950s, before turning to the essential task of ex- 
plaining why the changes occurred—the theme of chapter 7. Obviously 
both types of analysis interrelate, but the nature of change must be 
identified before its causation can be assessed. 

The basic direction of change will hardly come as a surprise, except 
insofar as we have come to think of twentieth-century Americans ac- 
cording to simplistic labels of emotional liberation. Amid a host of 
specific shifts and undoubted complexities, twentieth-century emotional 
culture moved away from approval of emotional intensity, even as stan- 
dards in other areas, like costume and personal manners and sexuality, 
quite clearly loosened. Just as Victorians had, everything considered, 
been most tolerant of emotional fervor, so twentieth-century American 
culture became most repressive precisely in this area, relaxing greatly, by 
contrast, the standards for many forms of bodily expression. 

This shift in emotional direction means that emotions already admit- 
ted as potentially dangerous in the Victorian lexicon now became com- 
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pletely. unacceptable. Fear and anger had no positive function in the new 
schema; rather than being directed, they were to be avoided as fully as 
possible. The same shift meant that emotions previously regarded as 
good, like love, were now surrounded by new warnings and restrictions 
and on the whole downplayed, though not attacked in all possible 
manifestations. The shift meant, finally, that certain emotions the Victo- 
rians had cherished, like grief, were now regarded more negatively, 
almost as negatively as anger and fear. The twentieth century, in sum, 
preserved an emotional dichotomy but now defined it in terms of good 
versus bad rather than good versus dangerous-but-useful. The new cul- 
ture shifted specific emotions into what was effectively the bad category, 
defined in terms of personal discomfort and demands on response from 
others. Most surprisingly, even with emotions still regarded as good, 
Victorian flights of fancy were now curbed amid an increasingly uniform 
sense that no emotional tug should pull too hard. 

The changing winds concerning the “bad”? emotions are easiest to 
discern, as not only anger and fear but also jealousy came in for new 
disapproval and new strategic management in the 1920s. Here then is an 
appropriate starting point for tracing the replacement of Victorianism, 
though again it is only that—other emotions were also involved. The 
increasing tendency to designate emotions as bad, or negative—a ten- 
dency that has continued in the social science literature as well as in 
most popularizations to this day— itself marks an innovation. Victorian 
pundits had regarded emotions like anger as bad in certain circum- 
stances—when manifested by women, for example, or when expressed 
by men in ways that threatened the peace of the family. But the bad- 
good distinction was too simplistic for the Victorians. Almost any emo- 
tion could be made useful, and the extent to which it caused discomfort 
was not the central criterion. Indeed, appropriate use of emotion often 
allowed the individual to rise above discomfort, most obviously where 
fear was concerned. Twentieth-century negative labels applied most 
readily to emotions that the Victorians would have granted were danger- 
ous—a connection between the two emotionologies is undeniable—but 
considerable shifting occurred, constructing a new kind of pleasure-pain 
index. This shifting was itself part of the new caution where emotions 
were concerned. 


From Vigor to Ventilation 97 


Hints of Change 


While most advice literature maintained a Victorian emotionology into 
the 1920s, some fissures began to emerge late in the nineteenth century. 
Between 1900 and 1920 the advice-literature genre shrank somewhat, as 
measured by the sheer volume of new titles. With the exception of one 
interesting summary attempt by William Forbush in 1919,! which 
largely recapitulated Victorian formulas but with a few apparently un- 
self-conscious hesitations, no widely popular titles relevant to emotional 
standards appeared between 1906 and the 1920s, either in the marital 
or in the childrearing categories. In the 1920s, however, a new surge 
occurred, including the establishment of Parents’ Magazine as well as a 
host of popularized manuals in which a strongly innovative tone 
emerged. 

Apparently, then, Victorianism remained sufficiently widely accepted 
to obviate the need for any flood of popular prescriptions in the years 
before 1920. In the popularized literature that did appear, growing 
concern about children’s physical health tended to displace emotional 
standards as a dominant topic, as in the government’s best-selling man- 
ual, Infant Care. Only a few scattered sources suggested that Victori- 
anism was being reconsidered. The hints are worth noting not because 
they established a new emotional culture but because they suggested 
themes that, disseminated and intensified, would dominate the new rush 
of advice in the 1920s. 

Fear was the most obvious area for some implicit revisionism. Boys’ 
stories in the 1890s began to acknowledge that fear in battle might be 
understandable—though still primarily for the untutored lower classes. 
Felix Adler’s 1901 revision of his 1893 manual maintained an essentially 
Victorian stance—his childrearing manual was in fact the last widely 
sold, barely diluted Victorian statement in this genre—but spent a bit 
more time than usual warning against needless early childhood anxieties 
such as frightening fairy stories. Adler urged “moral courage” on older 
children, granting that it could not prevent fear but could overcome 
physical cowardice. In 1904 Mrs. Theodore Birney resolutely repeated 
Victorian formulas about channeling anger as part of building boys’ 
character, but she sounded a different note concerning fear.” Devoting 
considerably more space to early childhood fears than Victorian-style 
manual writers had done, Birney detailed the unaccountable fears pres- 
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ent in early childhood. In this rendering infants could be terrified by 
darkness or animals even if their parents had generated no tensions at 
all. Fear now seemed to originate within a child—gone was an aspect of 
emotional innocence. The result, equally clearly, was a new and vital 
task for parents. They must not dismiss childish fears, and to punish 
them was particularly dangerous, being likely to “harden” fears into a 
durable emotional flaw. Birney did not fully follow up on her new 
approach, for later in the discussion she reverted to stories of brave 
deeds that would instill courage, but there was no question that she had 
begun to break with the Victorian pattern. 

William Forbush’s 1919 manual offered the same amalgam of old 
and new, expressing great concern about the fears of children between 
two and six. Correspondingly, parents now were told that it was not 
enough to avoid scaring children; they must also conceal any fears of 
their own lest they be subtly communicated. Fear was on the way to 
becoming a new kind of emotional issue. Again, full innovation lay in 
the future, for Forbush, like Birney, reverted to Victorian type, urging 
activities like camping or boxing to toughen up a fearful child. “We can 
strengthen a child who is .. . afraid of a fight etc. by experiences . . . that 
will prepare him imaginatively to face other perils, even though their 
exact character may be unknown.” Along with this Victorian advice, 
however, Forbush cautioned against outright confrontation with the 
frightening object; parents should help a child afraid of water or fire- 
works avoid these perils. Avoidance of emotional trauma was beginning 
to overcome courage as the primary childrearing goal, even for that 
staple of Victorian heroism, the boy.? 

Jealousy was also beginning to draw novel attention, though in this 
instance, because the emotion had already been disapproved, the change 
involved increased concern, not basic reevaluation. Here Felix Adler 
pointed the way in his first, 1893 edition (the most widely read childrear- 
ing pamphlet to appear for two decades). Adler talked about inequalities 
among brothers and sisters that would result in “ugly feelings in the 
hearts of the less fortunate” if parents were not carefully evenhanded. 
No longer, as in previous manuals, could basic childish goodness and 
brotherly or sisterly affection be relied upon. Adler displayed a Victorian 
fondness for preachments, urging children to “be more eager to secure 
the rights of your brother than your own,” but children could not really 
be relied upon in this area. Thus parents had another new task: they 
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must get to the root of children’s quarrels, for neglect could promote an 
“incipient hatred? among siblings, despite the fact that love should 
infuse family life.4 Adler’s treatment of what would soon be known as 
sibling rivalry was brief and somewhat offhand, for he continued to 
emphasize childish innocence and offered no elaborate tactical recom- 
mendations for besieged parents. But he was the first to point to yet 
another redefinition of children’s nature, to yet another dangerous po- 
tential. 

Early symptoms of a transition from nineteenth-century emotionol- 
ogy to a more cautious approach to childhood emotions flowed from 
several factors. Psychological research—even some of it conducted by 
staunch Victorians like G. Stanley Hall—provided new information 
about childish emotions. Hall’s long study of fear, for example, provided 
graphic evidence of how many children were afflicted with night ter- 
rors.’ Formal sibling research still lay in the future, but a new sense of 
children’s emotional vulnerability stemmed from widely publicized sci- 
entific findings. At the same time, popularizers began to rely less on the 
authority of moral common sense and more on that of science. Thus, for 
example, whereas Adler was a partisan of arguments derived from mo- 
rality and intrinsic good character, Hall’s student Alice Birney referred 
to research findings, albeit in passing, in staking out her new claims 
concerning fear. New scientific claims and novel invocations of science 
in the emotional realm would solidify only in the 1920s, by which point 
other factors increased adult receptivity to innovative emotionology, but 
the straws in the wind before this juncture were hardly random. 

Beyond the specifics, which applied particularly to childhood and a 
tentative new breed of childrearing expert, a wider shift in cultural 
mood was beginning to develop. As specific Victorian formulas began to 
change, the larger balance between physical/sexual restraint and permis- 
sible emotional intensity came under new scrutiny. Not long after 1920 
Judge Ben Lindsay, a self-styled marriage pioneer, offered an early state- 
ment of the upcoming major effort to restrict emotions that Victorians 
had either found selectively useful or unpleasant but petty: “Anger, 
hatred, jealousy and the like are far more destructive of human happi- 
ness than any amount of sexual irregularity.” Lindsay then focused on 
jealousy, which he argued was changing but not fast enough; a “‘capital 
crime against marriage,” jealousy constituted a custom that, in giving 
“two free persons the ownership of each other is a device of the devil.” 
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Briefly, Lindsay evoked what would be an even larger twentieth-century 
truth: that not only jealousy but also other powerful emotions like anger 
had lost all utility and could be linked with more clear-cut faults like 
malice with no apparent distinction. American emotionology was begin- 
ning to generate a new list of targets, simpler but more pressing than the 
Victorian combination of risk and relish.® 


Fear 


As popularizers like Birney had already suggested, fear was one of the 
first problematic Victorian emotions to undergo reevaluation. Childrear- 
ing manuals from the 1920s onward generated standard formulas about 
avoidance and control that built on but expanded Victorian values. 
Nineteenth-century emotionology had already attacked traditional uses 
of fear in childrearing, and the new breed of experts also condemned 
deliberate attempts to frighten children and urged similar revisions of 
conventional fairy stories that might produce undesirable emotional 
strain. Yet the new warnings against fear ranged far more broadly. The 
nature of the problem expanded, and a host of new strategies developed 
in response. Most notably the goal of courage, though never explicitly 
renounced, tended to disappear from view. 

Standard childrearing manuals of the 1920s and 1930s displayed 
heightened, generalized anxieties about fear in several ways. Attacks on 
parents for conveying their own fears mounted steadily. “What help is 
there for this little boy [a child terrified of water]? As long as his mother 
cannot overcome her own fear, there is little hope of her doing anything 
for James. It would be like trying to prevent malaria while leaving the 
house full of the wrong kind of mosquitoes.” 7” This concern obviously 
added greatly to the emotional tasks of parenthood. It also introduced 
important tensions between the standards urged for children and those 
applicable to adults. Children were to be shielded from fear, including 
their parents’ fears, but adults must mask their own. Presumably, with 
improved parenting the tensions would be reduced in subsequent genera- 
tions, for properly raised children would not have the terrors that af- 
flicted some of their parents (mothers being particularly singled out, as 
we will see). For the time being, however, adults must feign composure. 
Revealingly, they were not directly asked to be courageous. Conceal- 
ment, not moral conquest, seemed to be the prescribed goal. To this 
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extent, the innovations being urged in the treatment of children pro- 
moted a new approach to adult fear as well. 

A second innovation involved greatly increased detail about the na- 
ture of fear, which now commanded a full section in most childrearing 
manuals, plus article after article in the new Parents’ Magazine (estab- 
lished in 1927). “Fear is essentially an unpleasant and sometimes even 
painful emotion marked by the threat of some vague or imminent dan- 
ger.” While this new, scientifically precise vocabulary granted some 
“protective value” to fear in keeping children from danger, the emphasis 
rested squarely on how disagreeable it was to be afraid. Here was 
another indication of how focus was shifting away from the potential 
usefulness of risky emotions toward the discomfort they arouse. Physical 
sensations were delineated. “During fears, the mouth becomes dry, due 
to the fact that the glands in the mouth stop secreting; digestion stops as 
does the movement of the intestines. A substance is discharged into the 
blood which increases muscular energy and does away with effects of 
fatigue” —all this is a chapter on “children’s fears” in a book on young 
children. While some physical components of fear were acknowledged 
as galvanizing, emphasis rested on the unpleasantness of fear. Above all, 
as a Parents’ Magazine article emphasized, fear inhibited thought. Here 
was the key point. Children should be taught to think things through, 
and fear prevented this process, so fear was bad. “Strong emotion inter- 
feres with the functioning of reasoning power; it is impossible—espe- 
cially for a young child—to recognize the absence of danger when his 
intelligence is inactive because of fear.” “Too intense fear, like too 
intense anger, interferes with biologically adequate behavior.” 8 Fear as 
an instinct became oddly counterproductive in this formulation (a far 
cry from the evolutionists’ recognition of fear’s utility in the nineteenth 
century), while moral courage became irrelevant as well. Avoidance, not 
conquest, must be the chief aim. 

The third innovation involved a focus on very young children and a 
new emphasis on the durability of emotional styles formed early on. 
Aside from the strict injunctions against using scare tactics, Victorian 
emotionology had downplayed the importance of early socialization for 
fear; childish innocence was secure enough to obviate any need for 
detail. Victorian comment focused on later childhood and youth, when, 
for boys at least, courage could come into play in meeting, challenging, 
and resolving fear and emerging all the better for the process. Twentieth- 
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century popularizers, on the other hand, felt that only the first years 
were crucial; from the 1920s onward parental literature on adolescents 
simply omitted significant comment on fear. The new wisdom stressed 
the early formation of fear “in response to loss of support, sudden pain, 
or a sudden loud noise.” More important still, it typically also stressed 
the lasting results of these early reactions. While properly raised chil- 
dren could learn to avoid fear (“to forestall future occasions for it”), 
fear could also “become a habit of the person, preventing his accom- 
plishments.”’ Even the severe but purely physical sensations of fear might 
last “for some time after,” but it was the emotional scarring that went 
deep. John B. Watson put the case starkly in his chapter on children’s 
fears: 


At three years of age the child’s whole emotional life plan has been laid down, 
his emotional disposition set. At that age the parents have already determined 
for him whether he is to grow into a happy person, wholesome and good- 
natured, whether he is to be a whining, complaining neurotic, an anger driven, 
vindictive, over-bearing slave driver, or one whose every move in life is definitely 
controlled by fear. 


While most popularizers were not strict Watsonians, granting some 
importance, for example, to heredity as well as environment, the Wat- 
sonian emphasis on infancy seems to have struck a particularly im- 
portant chord concerning the new perceptions of fear, as evidenced by 
the currency of Watsonian thoughts on this subject in Parents’ Magazine 
through the later 1930s. Even before Watson, William Forbush had 
articulated the new wisdom: inadequate management of childhood anxi- 
eties could permanently distort a personality, leading to lifelong unhap- 
piness and behavioral problems, including delinquency and crime, when 
wayward souls used violence to mask their inner terror. “An untold 
dread may become a veritable poison in the mind, bringing its evil to 
fullness years later.” ? 

Thus there were three basic changes in the presentation of fear: a new 
urgency for parents, an increasing stress on discomfort and loss of 
control, and a singling out of infancy. Together these ingredients pro- 
duced the fourth major shift in the popular childrearing advice: a new 
insistence on avoidance and support. Whereas Victorians had assumed 
that restrictions on deliberate scare tactics sufficed in dealings with 
younger children, twentieth-century emotional culture required far more 
elaborate strategies. Manipulation became crucial, for “children do 
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not appear to ‘get used to’ things which they fear.” Fear increases with 
contact, which meant that the whole apparatus of courageous encounter 
became not just irrelevant but downright counterproductive. “In fact, 
it [forced encounter] may cause the fear to spread to other situations 
similar to the one in which the first [fear] occurred.” “The important 
thing in dealing with a child’s fear is not to force sudden contact 
with the dreaded object or situation. Instead, grownups should at first 
shield the baby from whatever frightens him and be casual about the 
matter. The shielding must be inconspicuous, with no comment what- 
soever.” !° 

From Forbush onward, popular manuals devoted considerable atten- 
tion to the new strategic requirements. Parental calm remained central; 
parents must set the example of reason triumphing over emotional inten- 
sity. They should help children evade their fears. Words like “‘mastery” 
and even “courage” were still used, but the emphasis lay elsewhere. 
Talk became important, as parents should patiently listen to children’s 
admissions of fear. Concession was essential: whenever a child evinced 
fear, it was time to retreat, to allow avoidance of confrontation. Remedi- 
ation would come (and then only gradually) not through noble, heroic 
stories or stiff-upper-lip injunctions, but through guile. The child who 
feared the dark should be elaborately reassured, given a night light, or 
lured with candy into a darkened room. Parents were advised to place 
candy near the door the first night, a bit farther in the next time around, 
and so on until appetite and experience combined to submerge the initial 
dread. By the 1920s, as emotional prescriptions began to be combined 
with purely medical advice, popular manuals, including those issued by 
the Children’s Bureau, repeated details of these stratagems in virtually 
every edition. !! 

The popularizers recognized that the new advice required substantial 
adult reeducation. Adults still needed to be told not to frighten children 
with threats and bogeymen, but now they also needed to learn not to 
display their own fears (especially mothers, a clear concession to nine- 
teenth-century claims about female emotional frailty), and they must be 
taught to renounce the impulse to exhort fearful children, an impulse 
particularly rooted in Victorian emotionology. Given children’s new- 
found and extraordinary sensitivity, there was no moral challenge left 
in fear—only emotional risk and pain. As a leading 1920s manualist, 
D. H. Thom, argued, for even seemingly neutral new experiences parents 
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should be prepared for potential fear rather than rely on assumptions 
of courage. !? 

Presumably the long-term result of careful parental strategies would 
be a personality capable of coping with fear. In this very broad sense, 
the new emotionology shared goals with the nineteenth century. But 
whereas capability once meant courage, now it might mean sedulous 
avoidance or anxious discussions with others. In this transformation 
fear became even more awesome than it had been. The new discussions 
of children ignored gradations of fear in favor of emphasis on the 
extreme, incapacitating terror. At the same time, however, fear lost its 
moral stigma. It became a potentially overwhelming emotional problem 
the resolution of which, however, brought no particular credit. Admis- 
sion of fear was no longer a moral weakness, which meant that its 
management, rather than a triumphant emotional conquest, became 
relatively trivial as well. 

The rising concern about children’s fears and the risks they entailed 
continued through the 1930s in leading manuals written by popular 
authorities like Winnifred de Kok and Sidonie Gruenberg. The authors 
emphasized the importance of reconsidering an array of traditional pa- 
rental approaches beyond the lazy and damaging use of fear in disci- 
pline. Children’s fears should be coddled and heeded rather than scorned 
or ridiculed, for as attacks on fear became ever more straightforward, 
the strategic responses increased in complexity. The nineteenth-century 
practice of urging fearful boys to buck up—as in T. S. Arthur’s injunc- 
tion—was now completely rejected. “When a child evinces fear, the one 
danger to avoid is repression. As long as the fear is brought into the 
open and discussed, little harm can be done.” Parents were advised to 
talk it out and to attach pleasant experience to the object of fear, leading 
young children to replace fear with anticipation. Fear became one of a 
string of “bad” emotions that must be ventilated to be defused, lest 
repressive dismissal or misguided efforts to overcome through moral 
intensity drive the feeling deeper, to fester and corrupt. Revealingly, 
examples of frightened children disproportionately emphasized boys. 
No one claimed that boys were particularly afraid. Rather, the new 
conventional wisdom stood in such opposition to Victorian assumptions 
that it was particularly effective to use the Victorian candidates for 
courage as object lessons in the need for parental coddling and sanc- 
tioned ventilation. Always, warnings against insistence on courage un- 
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derscored the distance from the nineteenth century. As Gruenberg, an 
indefatigable manual and encyclopedia writer, urged, “There is always 
the danger that the fear resulting from such methods will reach the 
‘overwhelming’ stage and leave its mark for a long time.” 13 

Two successive theoretical approaches to fear operated within the 
new cultural context. Neither created the context, which developed 
more amorphously in the advice literature of the early 1900s, but both 
extended this context and offered firmer explanations for fear than the 
average manualist could muster, as well as a clearer rationale for the 
resultant strategies. 

Watsonian behaviorism, as we have seen, provided a presumably 
scientific method for approaching children’s fears that fit the growing 
concern of childrearing experts and many expertise-consuming parents 
during the late 1920s and the 1930s—chronologically after, it must be 
noted, the concern itself began to be manifested and the basic new 
strategies devised. According to Watson, interestingly echoing Victorian 
assumptions, by nature children had virtually no fears at all. Watson 
claimed that a series of experiments had revealed no instinctive fears of 
the dark, of fire, or of snakes; only noise and falling produced innate 
reactions of fear. All other fears, such as fear of animals, derived from 
associations with one of the two innate fears. This discovery led to a 
series of admonitions to parents, who must limit loud noise, close win- 
dows during storms, and buy houses set well back from the (now in- 
creasing) sounds of the road. It also reinforced the idea of reeducating 
children who were afraid by associating the feared object with pleasur- 
able sensations to produce behavioral modification. This was a difficult, 
demanding, and time-consuming task, but it involved no moral grap- 
pling with powerful elemental emotions. Watson was interested in pro- 
ducing not a courageous personality, but rather a personality that knew 
how to avoid and manage, with successful adult management including 
finding material compensation in adult equivalents of candy in the dark- 
ened room or treats offered in the presence of an intimidating stranger. '* 

Watson’s vision stressed the complexity of the child’s environment 
while also providing parents with the Victorian reassurance that no 
problems were innate. This combination helped move parents through a 
transition in which worry about fear could be combined with real hopes 
for successful manipulation. The fact that courageous character and 
confrontation with intense emotion now gave way to clever tactics 
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seemed to pass unnoticed. Watson was himself interviewed on control- 
ling children’s fears in an early issue of Parents’ Magazine, and Watson- 
ian protégés continued to hold forth through the 1930s. The message 
also remained consistent: “The main job of the parent should be to 
prevent fears, since some fears are extremely difficult to cure.” Caution, 
here, had supplanted courage as the alternative to fear. Courage was 
dismissed not only because confrontation increased children’s fears but 
also because it might promote foolhardy antics that simply added to 
fear’s effects of “making it impossible for one to think clearly.” Pas- 
sionless good sense and a controlled environment were the new precon- 
ditions of sound behavior and a properly restrained emotional life. !° 

By the 1940s, as fear gained new attention in association with World 
War II, Watsonianism yielded to a selective kind of Freudianism in 
American childrearing literature. This approach maintained earlier argu- 
ments about strategically minimizing fear and manipulating its treat- 
ment, but it undermined the blithe Watsonian assumptions about lack 
of natural fear. Now, fears lay deep in the psyche, and no amount of 
parental caution could prevent their emergence in some form. Avoidance 
should still be stressed wherever possible, but the premium placed on 
letting children articulate their fears went up. Adult support and affec- 
tionate reassurance became even more important than before. 

The first full articulation of this second-phase, mid-twentieth-century 
approach to dealing with fear came in Dr. Benjamin Spock’s initial 
manual of 1945. As in turn-of-the-century comment by people like 
Hall and Birney, before the Watsonian deviation, children’s fears were 
presented as unpredictable and varied. Now, however, they required 
careful adult response. Parents must sit up with the sleepless child in 
whom fear had taken root. “Don’t be in a hurry to sneak away before 
he is asleep. ... This campaign may take weeks, but it should work in 
the end.” Parents were advised to delay travel plans when children 
around two years of age seem anxious; to be very careful about going 
off to work; not to push toilet training to the point of causing fear; and 
to assure an anxious child that their love would withstand any number 
of soiled diapers. Adult calm became all the more precious, even with 
older children who evinced fear, because “the child is scared enough of 
his own mental creations.” Lavishing affection was essential. “This is 
the time for extra hugs and comforting reminders that you love him very 
much and will always protect him.” Crude strategies like candy bribes 
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were downplayed as the fear sources became more diffuse, though play- 
acting was recommended.?® 

The selectively Freudian revisions of Watsonian simplicities spread 
widely in the 1950s, appearing in the most common childrearing manu- 
als and the relevant segments of Parents’ Magazine. The range of this 
emotion was now vast: “The fact is that a child can get to be afraid of 
almost anything.” Adult assistance was absolutely essential, for children 
had no emotional resources to deal with fear unaided: “Unless some 
grown-up helps them, each frightening experience leaves them weakened 
for the next assault.” While early infancy remained crucial, parental 
support now extended into later years, as in accompanying a frightened 
first grader to school for weeks or even months. Security against emo- 
tional threat was crucial. Children would still be afraid, but the occa- 
sions would be “reduced to a minimum.” The replacement of mere 
strategy with abundant reassurance did not, however, reawaken an in- 
terest in courage. The goal remained use of parental presence to deflect 
emotional intensity. Adult stage managing, replacing the Victorian de- 
light in a virile confrontation with fear, extended still farther. Spock, to 
be sure, used the word “courage,” but he meant by it a process of 
carefully guided adjustment and dilution, not a moral challenge.'’ 

Amid the important, though limited, gyrations of expertise, parental 
interest in popularized advice on fear management gained ground stead- 
ily from the 1920s onward. Worried parents began to refer fearful 
children to therapists or to the increasingly available resource of guid- 
ance clinics, both of which recourses are noted in early issues of Parents’ 
Magazine. An inquiry during the 1940s into the problems parents per- 
ceived with children, though not as precise as one might wish in retro- 
spect, uncovered great concern about childhood fears. Fears loomed 
large in the overall category of emotional problems, which category in 
turn loomed large among all issues treated in the study. Problems were 
rated highest among younger children and focused on reactions to dark- 
ness, water, animals, germs, and death, as well as generalized fear- 
fulness. Parents did not point to any particularly admirable instances of 
courage among children, and the concept was almost never cited. Paren- 
tal perceptions, in other words, particularly among the suburban middle 
class, paralleled the kinds of signals that had been provided in the larger 
emotional culture for over two decades. '® 

Parents also had their own comments to make, suggesting that popu- 
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larizations not only created new emotional! values but also reflected 
them. Letters to Parents’ Magazine appeared regularly from the late 
1920s into the 1950s, detailing concerns about children’s fears and 
successful (initially, largely behaviorist) strategies for coping. In 1929 
the magazine posed a problem to its readers based on a five-year-old’s 
night fears. A bevy of mothers responded, dutifully warning against 
maids who told bogeyman stories, fearsome images of a punitive God, 
and, on the positive side, recommending carefully planted benign images 
and the after-all-small-enough expense of a night light. The respondents 
admitted the temptation to impose discipline but sedulously warned 
against yielding to it. The contest, of course, was a sponsored event, and 
its demonstration of parental response may be limited. More interesting, 
though still self-selected, was the spate of spontaneous submissions from 
parents from the late 1930s through the subsequent decade in which 
children’s fears of dogs, darkness, and other threats were detailed and 
compensatory strategies based on explaining the source of fear and 
distracting with treats were recounted. The goal was always removal of 
a particular fear, not (overtly at least) development of a courageous 
personality or a desire to introduce moral challenge. By the 1940s, if 
not before, middle-class parents had widely assimilated the idea that 
childhood fear was a substantial problem and were eager to offer tactics 
that would allow their children to cope without requiring direct, coura- 
geous confrontation. !? 

A similar tone emerged in responses of older children to survey ques- 
tionnaires about fear, although again the interests of the eliciting re- 
searchers may well have influenced the result. The 1956 assessment by 
Arnold Gesell and his colleagues yielded no preteens dreaming of facing 
stampeding horses or calculating the bravery needed to turn aside an 
enemy attack. Rather, they described a group of older children eager to 
demonstrate that they had surmounted the characteristic fears of earlier 
years. The narrowed equation of fear with childish terror had clearly 
triumphed over the earlier, Victorian use of fear in stimulating heroic 
response to danger. Fear and childishness were more likely pairings 
than fear and moral challenge, which meant that avoidance rather than 
ongoing mastery held center stage. Thus ten-year-olds pointed proudly 
to the waning of a previous fear of dogs or darkness. A few imaginative 
children admitted potential fears about spending a night in an old castle 
alone or encountering a lion, which evoked Victorianlike calls on cour- 
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age. By age eleven, however, even these occasional fancies had passed, 
and children preferred not to discuss fear at all or to redefine it in such a 
way as to apply the term to anxieties about being liked by peers. Claims 
of courageous intensity did not crop up. By age fifteen, fear had become 
entirely a matter of reminiscence about childhood frights or initial sports 
anxieties. Maturity meant claiming to do without fear, not claiming 
emotional resources necessary to grapple with it directly.*° 

Thus, within two decades of the inception of a new approach toward 
fear in the prescriptive literature, both teenagers and parents seem to 
have adjusted their own perceptions. This does not prove that the experi- 
ence of fear itself changed, or that courage declined, but it does suggest 
a real shift in emotional self-presentation, particularly on the part of 
boys and parents dealing with boys. 

Growing emphasis on the avoidance of fear affected two other cul- 
tural manifestations, one as early as the 1920s, the other more clearly 
during World War II. By the 1920s children’s fiction had lost most of 
the moralistic qualities of its Victorian counterpart, a development that 
had begun a few decades earlier. Entertainment, even escapism, tri- 
umphed over idealized middle-class virtue. Yet it was revealing that, 
while some themes of courage persisted as part of fictional excitement— 
creeping into girls’ stories now with nurse and detective heroines—a 
new kind of hero increasingly predominated. Stories and radio shows, 
like “Jack Armstrong, All-American Boy,” presented one dangerous 
setting after another, and an imaginative audience might well project 
fear and wonder how it could be handled. Yet the heroes themselves, in 
marked contrast to their Victorian analogues, usually claimed no process 
of encountering and mastering fear. They were not so much courageous 
as emotionless, building on the tough-guy models that had begun to 
enter boys’ stories, adult dime novels, and Westerns in the nineteenth 
century.*! Rather than grappling with fear, or even considering fear in 
retrospect, the new breed of Tarzans and, later, Supermen, had no 
emotions to deal with one way or another. Their coolness was as re- 
markable as their ability to fly or withstand bullets or communicate 
with apes. Adventure and courage were dissociated as excitement was 
divorced from the larger process of considering fear. It was almost as if 
the superheroes, the new models of masculinity, had been reared in an 
ideal Watsonian setting in which the emotions had been entirely inhib- 
ited. The increasing popularity of youth science fiction extended the 


rro From Vigor to Ventilation 


trend of depicting incredible adventure minus emotional load. Fantasy 
life, in sum, shifted from idealizing the control of fear to celebrating 
its absence.”* Even real-boy heroes, like Frank Dixon’s Hardy boys, 
participated in this new trend. Called upon to fly a blimp with no prior 
experience, Frank and Joe are briefly “tense with excitement,” but that 
is it. After being shot at, they might remark “I thought we were dead 
ducks” without talking about how they had surprised themselves with 
their emotional bravery. Lesser colleagues, like chubby Chet, might 
admit fear, but such acknowledgments were made only in passing, with 
none of the savor of Victorian evaluations of emotional experience. Boy 
heroes themselves accomplished far greater wonders than ever before, 
but they were not described as courageous because they had no compli- 
cating emotions to surmount.” 

Again, children’s fiction continued to present some older imagery, and 
stories for young children were increasingly purged of scary references of 
any sort, as in Disney reformulations of classic fairy tales. The audience 
most explicitly affected by the rise of the new supraemotional Superman, 
however, was precisely the group that had been most exposed to the 
distinctive emotional challenges of Victorian fare: older boys. Though 
parents and experts railed against much of the new reading, particularly 
the comic books, because of its horrific context, in fact the fare meshed 
with the new emotionology in its presentation—or rather, its omis- 
sion—of fear itself. 

The second cultural manifestation of the new standards for fear in- 
volved the American military and the advice, even the vocabulary, it 
offered to soldiers and the general public concerning fear. Through 
World War I, military authorities had emphasized physical trauma in 
explaining the psychological hardships of war. Military heroism was of 
course widely praised, and soldiers who had not measured up were 
either condemned as cowards or excused on grounds of “shell shock” or 
concussion. During World War II, however, there was an increasing 
use of terms like “war neurosis” or “battle fatigue,” which covered a 
constitutional inability to cope with fear as a darker side of the military 
experience. Manuals for soldiers, correspondingly, moved away from 
injunctions of heroism. An infantry pamphlet for the Fifth Army in Italy 
thus noted: “Don’t be too scared. Everybody is afraid, but you can learn 
to control your fear... . Being too scared is harmful to you.” The gap 
between this pragmatism, which suggests an adaptation of parental 
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advice to manage emotion while admitting its unpleasant existence, and 
the more courage-filled presentations of Civil War soldiers is obvious. 
Military rhetoric did not change entirely, and stories of individual hero- 
ism remained staples of public relations campaigns, but it did shift 
toward downplaying transcendent courage and allowing open admis- 
sions of fear in one of the adult settings where the emotion simply could 
not be avoided. Civilian personnel authorities also moved away from 
deliberate uses of fear in interviews on the grounds that it incapacitated 
interviewees rather than revealing strength of character.** 

As the military example suggests, the twentieth-century effort to 
avoid or manage fear had to become more complex as attention moved 
from childhood to other areas. Earlier emphases on courage continued 
to affect not only military life but also sports values, where qualities of 
emotional toughness and intensity built on Victorian premises. Such 
complexity will return in even greater force when we assess the conse- 
quences of twentieth-century attitudes toward fear. However, despite 
complicating continuities with Victorianism, it is still the case that the 
culture changed with respect to fear and that new popularized formulas 
fanned out from childrearing into other perceptions and other institu- 
tional statements. Both fear and the appropriate approaches to it were 
redefined, yielding a new and more open level of distaste and a search 
for methods of management to replace courageous emotional encounter. 
In the process, Victorian scenarios, and even words like “courage” and 
“sissy,” began to assume a certain quaintness, as if our ancestors could 
not really have known what the whole emotional experience was about. 


Jealousy 


As with fear, a major new attack on jealousy among children developed 
in the 1920s and extended into the 1950s. The specifics of this cultural 
shift differed considerably from those regarding fear. First, whereas 
concern about children’s fear followed in part from new scientific data, 
the furor about sibling jealousy preceded scientific studies —though such 
studies emerged to confirm the new common wisdom during the late 
1920s and the 1930s in a series of sibling experiments that demonstrated 
how much most children suffered from jealous pangs.*> Second, no large 
theory like Watsonianism ever captured the jealousy campaign, though 
behaviorism and (to a very modest degree) popularized Freudianism had 
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some bearing; instead, the movement against jealousy was more fully 
defined by vigorous but unsystematic popularizers. Finally, the initial 
focus on young children—also apparent in the new approach to boys’ 
fear—yielded more fully in the case of jealousy to a followup among 
adults. By the 1950s and for the ensuing two decades, explicit advice on 
adult jealousy dominated the relevant popular outlets, building on but 
greatly extending the early-socialization campaign.*® The shift in fear 
culture also affected adult culture, as we have seen, but more diffusely. 

Jealousy had been officially reproved in Victorian culture; there had 
been no special, approved encounter with jealousy as there had been for 
male courage in the face of fear. Thus, whereas the twentieth-century 
reevaluation of fear had involved some formal redefinition along with 
expanded treatment, the new anxiety about jealousy involved few offi- 
cial new rules, only a greatly heightened attention level. The new culture 
involved a great deal more talk and breast beating about jealousy than 
in the Victorian decades because more rigorous treatment forced more 
frequent personal evaluations. And whereas with fear twentieth-century 
culture led to more open admissions of emotional distress, most admis- 
sions of jealousy were quickly followed by disclaimer or apology. 

Despite these variations, the campaigns to modify fear and to prevent 
jealousy shared a host of ingredients, besides the initial focus on early 
childhood and the use of apparently scientific findings. In both cases 
expansion of concern amounted to a virtual invention of new problems 
not dealt with explicitly in Victorian culture. The explosion of attention 
to “siblingitis,” as children’s jealousy came to be termed, thus rivaled 
dramatic new discoveries of fears about animals or darkness. In both 
instances, childhood suddenly became emotionally far more complicated 
than before, requiring new strategic guidance from adults. Tactics over- 
lapped, particularly in recommendations of reassurance, tolerance for 
verbal venting of emotion, and distractions through candy or toys—a 
children’s consumerism. The resulting attention also increasingly muted 
Victorian gender rules. Just as fear increasingly became a problem for 
children, not an occasion for boys to demonstrate emotional resources 
girls did not have, so jealousy, though still disproportionately attributed 
to girls into the 1930s, increasingly became genderless as well: males 
and females shared the task of ridding themselves of jealousy and neither 
had a natural disadvantage in measuring up.7” 

Above all, jealousy, like fear, came to be seen as a deep emotional 
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threat, capable of overwhelming reason and good taste alike. Its cancer- 
ous potential had to be identified early and specifically combated. Here 
was a second negative emotion now viewed in terms of its great power 
to fester and consume a personality to the point of complete adult 
dysfunction. The remedy involved sedulous training in avoidance or 
trivial ventilation. Emotional maturity, for fear and jealousy alike, meant 
an ability to disclaim and sidestep. While the official Victorian verdict 
on jealousy was confirmed, implicit Victorian leniency toward this emo- 
tion was lost in this process, and the central importance of avoiding the 
contagion of emotional intensity was driven home far more explicitly 
than before. 

Victorian culture had not only avoided extensive discussions of jeal- 
ousy; it had also assumed that adults could convert the intensity of 
jealousy into the development of character—and that while the process 
might be painful, they could accomplish this on their own. (The excep- 
tion, murderous jealous rage, was clearly an anomaly in this pattern.) 
The most common fictional jealousy theme involved a woman jealous of 
a sister, cousin, or (more rarely) friend who was in love, sometimes with 
a man the woman herself secretly loved. Jealousy and guilt wrestled for 
a time, but in the end good character won out. Quite frequently, the 
woman became better friends with the envied sister or cousin as a 
result. While this process did not have the explicit gilding attached to 
courageous triumphs over fear, there was some similarity; in both in- 
stances, intensity was converted to self-improvement and a net gain. 

In the decades after 1920 this scenario disappeared. Jealousy was 
simply misery—a deep, grinding distortion that the individual might 
well be unable to control. Dorothy Baruch, in recommending that jeal- 
ous children be allowed to tear dolls apart, talked of “getting the poison 
out.” Many advice writers, dealing with child and adult jealousy alike, 
referred to the imminent loss of control. John Montgomery, describing 
jealousy as a “strong and disturbing emotion,” went on to insist that 
parental assistance was essential for children: “If he does not have 
the right kind of help, his personality may be damaged. Unfriendly, 
disagreeable, selfish, self-conscious adults often show these traits because 
of unsolved jealousy problems in their childhood.” Dr. Spock, a bit more 
mellowly, confirmed this reaction: “Jealousy is a strong emotion, even 
in grownups, but it is particularly disturbing to the young child’ —and 
again, an unpleasant adult personality “‘can often be traced back to the 
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habits created in the small child by the arrival of a baby brother or 
sister.” Hence the advice to parents: “To prevent it or to minimize it is 
worth a lot of effort.” As for adults themselves: “Jealousy has an insatia- 
ble appetite and will possess you if you don’t come to grips with it.” 
“Jealousy ... is a continual compulsion.” “The emotion of jealousy 
limits our freedom, time, energy and attention from our daily tasks. It 
deprives one of a sense of control and autonomy in our lives.” “Obses- 
sive” and “primitive” were two other adjectives frequently used in de- 
scribing the emotion’s dire effects.2® By the same token, management of 
jealousy was essential simply to permit decent interactions. The process 
of management involved damage prevention, not the ennobling experi- 
ence imagined in Victorian stories. The depth of jealousy’s potential 
harm, beginning in early childhood, the management needed to avoid or 
escape its intense snares, and the preoccupation with permanent person- 
ality flaws and loss of control—these were the themes that transformed 
jealousy from an emotion that could produce some passing difficulty to 
a major instance in which control must be imposed over potentially 
consuming intensity. 

One of the first salvos in the new war on children’s jealousy —the 
first stage of what turned out to be a two-pronged campaign—came in 
a government publication on childrearing by D. H. Thom published in 
1925: “Few emotions are experienced by man which from a social 
point of view are more important than jealousy. ... The jealous person 
becomes an object of dislike. Often he develops the idea that he is 
unjustly treated or persecuted, and all too frequently this idea causes 
uncontrolled resentment and disastrous results.” Therefore parents must 
attend carefully to jealousy in their children. In 1926 a Child Study 
Association of America pamphlet similarly identified the inevitability 
and the evil of jealousy, noting that the emotion is “‘so intense that little 
but harm can come from rousing it.... Even in its higher form of 
rivalry and emulation great caution must be used.” A child who was too 
competitive probably suffered from a dangerous level of jealousy: “there 
is no limit to the depths to which he may sink.” This kind of warning 
was soon followed by a full set of relevant tactics. Under the heading 
“Nobody likes a jealous person. A jealous person is never happy,” the 
Children’s Bureau in 1930 offered a full set of instructions on how to 
cushion the arrival of a new baby—the most likely trigger for onset of 
the vile emotion. “Tony was happy again. Now he loves his baby 
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brother. He is not jealous anymore.” With these thoughts, a veritable 
flood of standardized advice began to dominate major sections of popu- 
larized childrearing literature. Only briefly did a countercurrent surface 
in the prescriptive advice, arguing that children’s jealousy might serve a 
useful purpose in encouraging competition and emulation.?? 

Children’s jealousy was now held to be inevitable, as popularizers 
interpreted the series of sibling studies revealing that a majority of 
children overtly expressed significant jealousy and, through quarrels and 
possessiveness, behaved accordingly. In a catch-22 argument, populariz- 
ers argued that those who did not show it were probably suffering from 
it particularly severely: “A child whose jealousy is not easy to recognize 
... has greater need for help.” The evils of sibling jealousy were twofold. 
First, jealousy posed a real danger to other children; behind a three-year- 
old’s resentment of a newborn lurked a potentially murderous impulse. 
For the safety of infants, and obviously for family harmony and decent 
relationships among siblings growing up, children’s emotional nature 
must be corrected. In the second place, jealousy unchecked would gener- 
ate an adult personality that simply could not function properly, not 
only in family relationships but also in business, where habits of cooper- 
ation were essential. Childish jealousy “indelibly stamps personality and 
distorts character”; “we have only to read the daily paper to see the 
results of ungoverned jealousy in adult life.” °° 

The new wisdom insisted that children could not handle the jealousy 
problem by themselves, though it offered the hope that parental tactics 
could reassure children and teach them that love could be shared with- 
out personal loss or harm. As de Kok noted in 1939, “If we succeed in 
getting him to accept the situation happily, we have done much towards 
making him grow into an adult who looks upon all love as a sharing 
with others, not as a possession which must be calculated and selfishly 
held against all comers.” 3t Yet the recommended strategies were more 
complex and various than the blissful goals implied. 

Ventilation was of course central. Children should be taught to iden- 
tify and label jealousy and freely to express it as a means of relieving the 
inner tension without damaging themselves in the short term or others 
in the long term. No guilt should be attached, for this might make 
matters worse by adding one emotional intensity to another. Children 
should make no direct gains through expressing jealousy, but they 
should receive lots of parental coddling. “I know how you feel, dear. 
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Come on over and PII give you a hug and we'll see if that doesn’t help.” 
Through admission and subsequent reassurance, jealousy could be de- 
fanged, rendered passive and thus incapable of motivating undesirable 
behavior.°” 

Other tactics stressed avoidance, particularly as popularizers warmed 
to their task after some initial vagueness in the 1920s. The litany became 
increasingly standardized: Tell children that a baby is coming so the way 
is prepared. Don’t force children to share rooms if at all possible. Give 
each child separate furnishings, toys, and clothing; this is money well 
spent. Tell grandparents and other intruders to make a greater fuss over 
the older child than over a new baby who wouldn’t know the difference 
anyway. Conceal breast feeding and other provocative acts involving the 
baby. In sum, parents were advised to anticipate jealousy by reinforcing 
individualism and providing privately owned material distractions.*? 

As with the simultaneous campaign against outdated approaches to 
childish fear, the war against sibling jealousy raged before an apprecia- 
tive audience. Parents in the interwar decades, whose own parents had 
somehow suffered through their own childhoods with no elaborate ad- 
vice or up-to-date terms like “‘sibling rivalry,” clearly shared the discov- 
ery of immense emotional problems with the experts. Guidance authori- 
ties reported widespread parental concern over jealousy in their young 
children. Letters from parents to family magazines showed the same 
patterns from the late 1920s into the 1950s. As one woman noted in 
1955, jealousy was “‘by far the most troublesome, the gravest issue I’ve 
met so far in my career as mother.” In a mid-1940s poll of 544 families, 
53 percent reported significant problems of jealousy among siblings, 
rating this the third most important issue in dealing with children and 
the most serious of all concerns about children’s personality and temper- 
ament. Among suburban parents, sibling problems stood second in the 
overall list, compared to an eighth-place ranking for the urban poor and 
fourteenth place for urban blacks. Parents also increasingly reported 
adoption of the recommended strategies of reassurance and distracting 
purchases, and some of them put a good bit of time and money into 
their efforts. In another indication of the cultural success of the new 
standards, teenagers increasingly identified jealousy with immaturity and 
liked to downplay their jealousies, particularly where siblings were con- 
cerned.*4 

Some of the missionary fervor began to drop from the childrearing 
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literature by the 1960s. Reversions to older formulas remained possible, 
as in a 1977 manual’s claims that “nothing so greedily consumes a 
child’s inner emotional reserves than feelings of jealousy,” but in general 
experts reduced their dire warnings about permanent character damage 
and began to admit that the problem varied significantly from one set of 
siblings to another. Recommended tactics for dealing with jealousy also 
persisted beyond the 1960s; indeed, one of the reasons why the urgency 
notched down in the prescriptive literature was that most parents now 
knew the strategies by heart, having been raised on them. Thus, while 
the decades between about 1925 and 1960 constituted the high point in 
the juvenile division of the antijealousy campaign, basic goals and con- 
cerns persisted even beyond.” 

Furthermore, by the 1950s the attack on jealous intensity in children 
extended to adults. This effort was based on the assumptions that had 
been developed about jealousy in childhood, and it had been anticipated 
by widely publicized statements originating in the 1920s. Antijealousy 
arguments for adults in the 1920s issued primarily from avant-garde 
marriage reformers in Britain and the United States. Judge Ben Lindsay 
publicized the doctrines most widely, summoning up his experience as a 
divorce court judge. Jealousy was a contradiction of true love, which 
should be selfless and unpossessive. It led to compulsive behaviors and 
even crimes, while forming an unhealthy basis for marriage itself. “Any 
custom that gives two free persons the ownership of each other is a 
device of the devil,” Lindsay argued, claiming that 90 percent of divorces 
stemmed from strains caused by jealousy.°* This line of argument was 
more open than nineteenth-century discussion, particularly in its frank 
attack on sexual possessiveness, and it was more widely publicized. But 
it maintained some essential Victorian thinking, particularly in its reli- 
ance on arguments about the ideal nature of true love. 

The 1920s burst of frankness led to important attacks on jealousy by 
some feminists and, relatedly, new analysis by various social scientists. 
Social psychologists began to attack jealousy as harmful to the personal- 
ity and counterproductive in relationships. Margaret Mead, in the 
1930s, opined that jealousy is “undesirable, a festering spot in every 
personality so affected.” Kingsley Davis, in 1936, offered a more exten- 
sive anthropological view, showing how jealous mistrust poisoned “‘the 
harmony of perfect intimacy.” $7 

In the 1930s these strains against jealousy began to enter popularized 
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marriage advice literature as well as the now-dwindling genre of advice 
to teenagers. Readers were told that jealousy was a blemish and a cause 
of disruption—that it was “irrational and completely unwarranted.” 
Further, accusations of immaturity were now added to the mix; an 
inability to control the emotion, or a need to display it openly, was a 
sign of improper childhood experience. Now that parental guidelines 
were so well established, the jealous surge could be dismissed as a sign 
that, somehow, one’s childhood had not been correctly managed. Not 
just love ideals but also the demands of appropriate adulthood com- 
pelled redress and shamed the jealous individual. As a 1945 booklet 
aimed at high school girls argued, in what had become by then the 
standard message: “Jealousy is probably the most common of all the 


unhelpful attitudes. ... Why do we act this way? The reason is that 
we haven’t outgrown the selfishness of early childhood.... We must 
grow up.” 38 


The insistence on immaturity was a striking theme that tended to 
preclude other kinds of thinking about jealousy. Legitimate reasons or 
purposes for jealousy were hard to come by when readers were con- 
stantly told that their impulses were childish. Even the intensity concern 
was held at a remove, for the infantilism argument trivialized the darker 
passions jealousy might involve. Attacks on jealousy in adults did not 
need to address these passions, or any other issues aside from childish- 
ness. They could rely on assumptions developed in the discussions of the 
previous decades that had thoroughly explored the power of jealousy in 
childhood and beyond, so that the accusation of childishness was now 
an adequate deterrent. “The jealous lover is a child hugging his toy so 
closely that no one else can see it. Jealousy is almost always a mark of 
immaturity and insecurity. As we grow confident of love and of our 
loved one, we are not jealous . . . we need not cling in desperation.” 3? 

As the antijealousy campaign became a standard ingredient in mar- 
riage manuals, themselves a rapidly growing medium for popularized 
expertise between the 1930s and the 1950s, damage to love was con- 
joined with blasts against immaturity. “Jealousy kills love. It is a symp- 
tom of weakness and of selfishness. Wanting a suitor, or a wife, or a 
husband to pay exclusive attention to one has nothing in common with 
real devotion.” Sentiments of this sort, which held that jealousy con- 
duced toward absolute monopoly of a partner’s interests, assumed that 
jealousy had an all-or-nothing quality. Thus the antijealousy campaign 
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indirectly picked up the anti-intensity theme. The idea of a moderate 
jealousy or an acceptance of intense jealousy devoted to basic fidelity 
rather than exclusiveness had dropped from view. One famous advice 
writer, Paul Popenoe, moved against the tide in arguing that jealousy 
was a vital support for monogamy (so long as it was expressed “on an 
adult level’—-Popenoe admitted that jealousy could easily transgress 
proper bounds, becoming “‘a childish and destructive habit”). With this 
interesting exception, the marriage literature united in condemnation: 
“Jealousy is a terrible emotion, one of the extreme forms of psychologi- 
cal cruelty.” While jealousy indicated problems in a relationship, it 
pointed even more clearly to deficiencies—insecurities or even a hidden 
desire for infidelity—on the part of the jealous individual. Advice writ- 
ers mastered the put-down on immaturity, stating that even infidelity 
should be manageable: “We are upset to varying degrees, but usually 
not so deeply as we think.” *° Intensity, once more, need not apply. 

The attacks on jealousy fed into the culture of the 1960s as both 
feminists and advocates of open marriages and other experiments con- 
tinued the salvos against emotional possessiveness. Some partisans of 
these movements shifted ground slightly by arguing that jealousy was 
itself unnatural, a learned emotion, and that a proper person should be 
jealousy-free. Others, however, acknowledged the problems of deficient 
childrearing and the need for rigorous adult self-control as sexual experi- 
mentation became increasingly common and overt. One open-marriage 
manual instructed a spouse on what to say when a partner called to 
report that he was spending the night away: “Fine, I’m glad things are 
going so well. Enjoy yourself and I look forward to hearing about it 
tomorrow.” In the 1970s a jealousy workshop movement briefly flour- 
ished in some American cities, run by practitioners like Larry Con- 
stantine and Robert and Margaret Blood; the idea was to train people to 
get used to their partners’ sexual involvements with others. Designed for 
those “who are strongly motivated to outgrow jealousy,” the workshops 
defined success as acceptance of full marital freedom. Jealousy would 
not be concealed or denied; it simply would not exist as partners would 
learn to praise the advantages of their mutual excursions. In the words 
of one exemplar: “I really appreciate the fact that after you’ve been with 
Ann you seem more accepting of me and the children.” *! 

The language of the movement against adult jealousy was widely 
accepted within the middle class. During the 1960s and 1970s many 
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partners reported their ardent efforts to live up to jealousy-free stan- 
dards and their embarrassment when the emotion refused to disappear. 
“I think it comes from possessiveness and I’m trying to grow away from 
that.” Or, if individuals were unable to deny some pain when a partner 
was unfaithful, they tried to minimize their emotion. Thus the muted 
remarks by people who found a mate in bed with someone else: “‘Some- 
what disconcerting”; “It was kind of rough”; “I was sort of put down.” 
The sloppily qualifying language in these remarks—‘“‘kind of,” “sort 
of’’—related to broader language changes that, as we will see in a 
later chapter, reflected the more general turn away from admission of 
emotional intensity. Even before the sexual revolution decades, Ameri- 
can men professed widespread disapproval of jealousy and complained 
loudly about their wives’ anachronistic jealous nagging. Thus a survey 
of California husbands in the 1930s listed jealousy-induced nagging as 
their eighteenth most pressing grievance against wives (far ahead of 
worries about wifely infidelity, which placed forty-fifth). While women 
were more ambivalent about jealousy than men professed to be (and 
even many men admitted jealous responses in certain situations, particu- 
larly during dating), agreement about the evil of jealousy increased 
steadily. By the 1960s a major social psychology study demonstrated 
that the vast majority of middle-class Americans believed that jealousy 
was a sign not of love, but rather of immaturity and dangerous insecu- 
rity.4* Decades of cultural conditioning had paid off in a new and 
impressively uniform set of criteria by which jealousy could be described 
and condemned. 


Anger 


The final transformation concerning negative emotions involved anger, 
where the complex Victorian emphasis on combining control and fo- 
cused intensity was rejected outright in favor of an effort to manage and 
avoid. The phases of the redefinitions of anger differed noticeably from 
those concerning fear and jealousy. The first efforts concentrated on 
adults in the workplace, and only gradually did the implications spread 
to new standards for family life, particularly for childrearing. Yet despite 
distinctive features, both the basic timing and the underlying criteria of 
the campaign against anger overlapped with the attacks against the other 
unpleasant emotions. Growing anxiety about anger involved the same 
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revulsion against disagreeable intensities and potential loss of control 
that had motivated the concerns about fear and jealousy. With anger, 
however, the Victorian formula had taken such deep roots in American 
culture that the need for wholesale transformation emerged somewhat 
gradually, with changes in one sector not initially resonating in others. 
By the 1950s, however, a systematic culture was in place that meshed 
smoothly with the simultaneous campaigns against jealousy and avoid- 
able confrontations with fear. 

Novel attention to anger in the workplace began to surface in the 
1920s. It had precedent, to be sure. Employers in the nineteenth century 
had tried to identify “troublemakers” among their labor force as part of 
an attempt to prevent or crush protest. They could make it abundantly 
clear that they did not appreciate open anger directed against manage- 
ment. Nineteenth-century work rules, however, concentrated on behav- 
ior, not mood, and there was no explicit discussion of anger as a labor 
issue or of methods to improve emotional restraint. Hotheads, if identi- 
fied, might be fired, but they were not told to seek counseling. Only in 
domestic service, where family rules about anger applied, was explicit 
attention paid to anger in an employment relationship. Here, family 
manuals routinely insisted on the importance of temper control in the 
interests of integrating servants into the proper emotional mood of the 
household. Here also, uniquely, employers—in the form of middle-class 
housewives—talked about their own battles with anger as part of their 
ruminations on dealings with staff.*° 

Elements of the household standard began to shift into work outside 
the home in the 1920s as the indirect approach to anger on the job 
began to yield to a host of specific recommendations. To be sure, the 
Victorian idea of channeling still emerged. As late as 1919, an industrial 
engineer, claiming that scientific management allowed anger to be con- 
structively directed against things rather than colleagues or supervisors, 
argued: ‘“‘Pugnacity is a great driving force. It is a wonderful thing that 
under Scientific Management this force is aroused not against one’s 
fellow workers but against one’s work.” On balance, however, it was 
the scientific management movement, maintained not only by engineers 
but also by the new breed of industrial psychologists, that first reconsid- 
ered the role of anger as part of an effort to make workers more 
machinelike and the workplace itself a smoothly running engine. Freder- 
ick Taylor, for example, thrust onto the factory floor from a conven- 
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tional middle-class background, talked about his shock at the choleric 
surliness of many factory workers; this became one of his targets when 
he talked about inducing a “mental revolution” on the job.** Still more 
significant were the reactions of Elton Mayo and his associates in the 
famous General Electric Hawthorne plant experiments launched in the 
1920s. Mayo’s initial goals involved better use of time and avoidance of 
fatigue, but he was soon drawn into a concern about anger as he 
discovered a level of “irritability? among workers that he could not 
ignore. Raised like Taylor in a middle-class home, Mayo was purely 
and simply disturbed by the angry atmosphere, and he translated his 
disturbance into a sense that production must suffer from workers’ 
irritability. From this, an emphasis on morale, defined as producing 
better cheer and less workplace anger, became a major focus of person- 
nel initiatives not only at Hawthorne but also in the growing field of 
personnel psychology around the nation. Mayo’s beliefs that, as he put 
it, angry outbursts on the job were equivalents of nervous breakdowns 
in individuals generated a host of experiments to curb anger when 
expressed and, even better, to prevent it in the first place.*° 

Two other currents joined with industrial engineering in producing 
the new campaign. Even before Mayo, the growing presence of women 
workers produced a separate strand of comments about the inappropri- 
ateness of workplace anger. Women, after all, were not supposed to be 
angry or to serve as emotional targets, and the finding that women might 
cry when exposed to supervisory ire led to new appeals for restraint. It 
is also probable that encounters with angry working women shocked 
middle-class observers accustomed to a more docile femininity; no per- 
sonnel manual stated this directly, but the frequency by the 1930s of 
female examples in case studies on misplaced anger suggests a potential 
connection. At the same time a growing literature on salesmanship, 
capped late in the 1920s by the emergence of Dale Carnegie as the 
personification of appropriate guidance, created yet another anti-anger 
strand. Salesmen, as Carnegie and others pointedly argued, should not 
get angry because this would inhibit sales. Cheerfulness, turning the 
other cheek, became part of a new-style work personality designed to 
subordinate personal reactions in the interests of moving goods. No 
matter how unreasonable the customer, Carnegie argued, the salesman 
must keep a smile on his face. Describing a confrontation with an 
insulting customer, Carnegie writes: “By apologizing and sympathizing 


From Vigor to Ventilation 123 


with her point of view ... I had the satisfaction of controlling my 
temper, the satisfaction of returning kindness for an insult. I got infi- 
nitely more real fun out of making her like me than I ever could have 
gotten out of letting her go and take a jump.” *° 

The message was clear, in offices, stores, and factories alike: anger at 
work was ugly, counterproductive, and unnecessary: “The angry man 
may himself be the chief victim of his emotion. It incapacitates him from 
dealing with his problems in a corrective way.” Industrial psychologists, 
bent on pleasing employers interested in fuller control over their labor 
force and uneasy about the tide of protest that had briefly surged after 
World War I, argued that work did not really cause anger but merely 
suffered from it. A standard line in the late 1920s and 1930s held that 
angry workers were merely “projecting their own maladjustments upon 
a conjured monster, the capitalists.” “It is known that complaints, very 
often, have nothing to do with the matter complained about.” This 
notion translated older but more generalized beliefs about workers as a 
badly bred subspecies into a new excuse for devising strategies to manip- 
ulate emotional response. Since workers had rotten home lives that 
generated an anger to which civilized middle-class folks were superior, 
the main effort was to get rid of the anger without cost to the work 
process. The central finding was that anger could be readily talked away. 
“Sometimes a worker just bursting with rage at the ‘unfairness’ of her 
foreman is able to proceed normally with her work after expressing her 
feeling . . . and receiving a few words of sympathy or explanation.” This 
ventilation took a bit of time and patience, but it cost little; no substan- 
tive response was required. Sometimes the supervisor barely had to 
sympathize, for if a worker could be asked to repeat the grievance two 
or three times, he or she would usually become sheepish and embar- 
rassed, and the emotion would recede; often the worker would even 
apologize for having come on so strong. 

However, in the eyes of the new personnel gurus, it was also im- 
portant for management to mend its emotional ways. Along with advice 
about how to defuse workers’ wrath, handbooks began to instruct fore- 
men, middle managers, and office personnel about the importance of 
keeping their own tempers and avoiding provoking a needless confronta- 
tion by waspishness. “Bullying begets bullying” was the new cry as a 
growing amount of attention turned to the anger habits of the middle 
and lower-middle class itself.*” 


124 From Vigor to Ventilation 


Secretaries were told to keep their emotions in check. Whereas nine- 
teenth-century secretarial manuals had focused on trustworthiness and 
responsibility, from the 1920s onward advice turned to temper control. 
The good clerk would smilingly confront an angry boss, and anyone 
with a quick temper was “faced with the problem of remedying these 
defects.” “The secretary should never forget that in order to please 
people, he needs to exert himself.” 43 

Foremen received growing attention. Their role in production deci- 
sions was curtailed by the rise of industrial engineers, but their responsi- 
bilities for preventing worker anger increased apace. Instead of snapping 
at workers, foremen must learn to listen to complaints “even when they 
are silly.” They must recognize that “the day of the ‘bully’ and ‘slave- 
driver’ had gone, and the day of the ‘gentleman’ and ‘leader’ had ar- 
rived.” The foreman’s checklist: “Do I correct the mistakes of my work- 
ers considerately, and in a manner to indicate that I am more interested 
in helping them to avoid future mistakes than I am in the opportunity 
merely to ‘bawl them out?” The key to the kingdom was self-restraint, 
for the foreman who let emotion show would simply be asking for 
trouble from below: ‘Control your emotions—control your remarks— 
control your behavior.” Shouting and ridicule were passé. The new 
standard involved tact and rationality—what by the 1950s was being 
called, by human relations experts, “consideration.” *” 

In the new wisdom, anger had no place at work. The emotion was a 
sign of some personality flaw—‘“‘some disturbance in the equilibrium of 
the individual’ —or of some irrelevant distraction, particularly in home 
life. This meant that control was all the more essential lest the work flow 
be needlessly interrupted. While workers must be manipulated, the chief 
responsibility for placing reason firmly in command of emotion lay with 
those who should know better than to be angry in the first place—the 
growing white-collar and middle-management groups. Maturity was 
crucial here, as with jealousy. Personnel counselors felt free to tell an 
angry employee, “You look silly having a temper tantrum at your age.” 
The key to the new emotional style, for counselors and managers alike, 
was to be “impersonal, but friendly.” $° 

Attacks on anger, particularly in middle management, readily sug- 
gested wider concerns about emotions in the workplace. Rationality 
became central in the new personnel litany: “Effectiveness decreases as 
emotionality increases.” Grievances, particularly, must be approached in 
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low-key fashion, “with as little heat as possible.” And the word “cool” 
began to creep in as a talisman of desirable emotional control: “It is of 
the utmost importance that the foreman remain cool,” as a 1943 person- 
nel relations article put it.*! 

The work-based campaign against anger quickly transcended rheto- 
ric, for in this case the means were at hand to put money where the 
mouth was. The spread of industrial relations departments in American 
business during the 1930s, when 31 percent of all companies maintained 
such services, and then the further surge during World War II under the 
sponsorship of the War Industries Board provided an increasing number 
of experts eager to undertake the task of defusing workplace anger. 
New personnel journals and a host of textbooks preached the standard 
messages widely, along with popularized manuals directed toward secre- 
taries and salespeople. Counseling services grew apace, expressly de- 
signed to provide emotionally neutral experts who could intervene in 
angry disputes. A woman janitorial employee in Chicago, caught sleep- 
ing on the job, so abused her supervisor that he became afraid to take 
action. The solution was counseling. The worker poured out her dislike 
for the job as the counselor listened patiently, waiting for the anger 
component to subside. Calmed, the custodian agreed that things weren’t 
so bad, and when the counselor also recommended that the foreman 
show more tact, the issue was closed, with no substantive changes 
required to remove the emotional component. Not only as intermediar- 
ies but also as role models, willing to listen while manifesting no emotion 
save plastic cheer, counselors helped change the anger standards on 
the job.>? 

From personnel expertise and counseling came other changes de- 
signed to minimize emotional tension. Counselors often participated in 
job interviews to estimate (among other things) the candidate’s ability to 
control temper. Interviews themselves shifted. Instead of deliberately 
provoking anxiety as a means of probing character, they now established 
superficial bonhomie so that emotion would not distract from the task 
at hand. Exit interviews were designed not only to find out why an 
employee quit a job but also to defuse any residual anger associated with 
grievance. Personnel testing programs were extended: from the 1930s 
onward, not only to evaluate aptitude but also to identify undesirable 
emotional characteristics. Indeed, Doncaster Humm, author of one of 
the most widely used screening tests, argued in the early 1940s that such 
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tests were more useful for assessing workers’ emotions than for evaluat- 
ing their abilities. According to Humm 8o percent of all problem work- 
ers had testable deficiencies in temperament while only 20 percent were 
assigned to jobs inappropriate for their aptitudes. Similar authorities 
warned that untested workers might demonstrate “explosive temper and 
readiness to take offense.” > 

The second major implementation area, along with counseling and 
testing, involved explicit retraining programs directed particularly at 
foremen, which burgeoned between the late 1930s and the 1950s. Fore- 
men were schooled not to press workers too hard, to aid them with 
problems, and to allow them to air their feelings before any serious 
anger could become entrenched. Examples from the bad old days, in- 
volving shouting and callousness, were contrasted with the new, correct 
styles of courtesy and tact. Role playing allowed foremen to try out cool 
responses to angry workers. Told that their main task was now not 
technical expertise but human relations, foremen were given the message 
that while workers might get angry (wrongly, but inevitably), they 
should not. The ideal foreman is now “‘sensitive to the feelings of others 
and exercises restraint in expressing his own.” 34 New personality tests 
for foremen sometimes combined with retraining, as foremen were asked 
such questions as “‘is a disappointment more likely to make you angry 
than sad?” with sadness clearly preferred.” Retraining programs 
multiplied to embrace literally hundreds of separate operations, reaching 
tens of thousands of supervisors in manufacturing, insurance, and other 
areas. A 1944 survey claimed that 80 percent of all foremen either 
received or sought new human relations training. 

While formal retraining subsided after the 1950s, on the assumption 
that old hands had learned new ways and recruits would know them in 
the first place if properly screened, subsequent fads reinforced the anger 
control message. For example, sensitivity training groups, or T-groups 
in the 1960s, gave higher-level executives more expensive exercises in 
emotion control and compromise. In their attacks on authoritarian man- 
agement styles slogans like “the rationality of feelings and attitudes is as 
crucial as that of the mind” indicated that the purpose of workplace 
anger control still burned bright. Many campaigns were doubtless super- 
ficial, and the whole movement against anger invited a certain amount 
of public relations window dressing. Nevertheless, not only the professed 
goals but the sheer range of institutional initiatives revealed a genuine 
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sense of mission in remaking the emotional context of the modern 
job.°° 

For about fifteen years, from the late 1920s when Mayo and his 
colleagues began to articulate their emotional concerns to the early 
1940s, the work-based movement against anger seemed isolated from 
other areas of emotional culture. Notably, family advice concerning 
anger did not significantly change. There were three reasons for the odd 
disjuncture. In the first place, family advice had long warned against 
domestic anger, so no full revision of standards was necessary in pre- 
scriptions directed toward the middle class. Second, because industrial 
psychology is such a separate field from social work and child develop- 
ment programs, the concerns of the former were not communicated to 
the latter and thus did not quickly translate into popularized advice 
directed to the middle class. Third and most important, however, the 
Victorian interest in channeled anger had lodged so deeply in middle- 
class culture that it could be rethought only with difficulty. Even as work 
norms explicitly moved away from the idea of directing anger toward 
competitiveness, more diffuse middle-class values continued to embrace 
the belief that a proper boy should be able to direct anger at appropriate 
targets. As late as 1962 Lloyd Warner claimed that internal contradic- 
tions in the anger standards conveyed to American boys constituted, 
along with sexuality, one of the two leading areas of confusion in 
American socialization. Here Warner accurately noted how persistent 
the Victorian approach to anger had been.°” 

Childrearing advice thus continued to repeat the Victorian anger 
formulas, even as they revised the discussion of fear and jealousy. Thus 
in 1931 Ada Hart Arlitt wrote that anger should not be trained out of a 
child, for “it serves an excellent purpose if it is not carried to the point 
of temper tantrums.” Anger motivates hard work and political reform, 
so parents, while preventing needless conflicts within the family, should 
teach children to use anger to achieve righteous purposes. Thus the good 
parent should tell a child that “big boys do not get angry about that,” 
but should also be ready to say that “every big boy should be angry 
when smaller children are frightened by bigger ones.” Emily Post, writ- 
ing in 1940, urged cautious use of anger—‘“‘Anger is a force which, like 
a savings account, should be drawn upon prudently’ —but went on to 
repeat the common assumption that anger well used could motivate 
great deeds and promote acts of chivalry. In 1933 John Anderson urged, 
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in behaviorist fashion, that anger need not be a big problem—‘‘a child 
can learn either to throw tantrums or not’”—while noting that anger 
could be valuable in “socially useful” channels as an antidote to passiv- 
ity, which was a far greater threat.°® 

This line of argument was clearly at odds with the new work advice, 
which was pointing directly at home tensions and improper socialization 
as the sources of the most damaging emotional outbursts at work. As 
early as 1933 Elton Mayo had pointed to the home problems that led 
workers to import their resentments to the job and had urged counseling 
to resolve such issues when the family itself could not cope. By 1945 
personnel authorities themselves were blaming bad parenting for anger 
that might be directed at the counselors, whose skillful emotional disar- 
mament efforts might not be able to overcome past abuse. The tension 
between the newly demanding standards applied to anger at work and 
the Victorian standards carried over to discussions of the family was 
increasingly hard to sustain.°? 

By the 1940s the new approach to anger control began to spread into 
the childrearing literature. As early as 1939, in fact, child development 
psychologists began a revealing substitution of the word “‘aggression”’ 
for “anger” in discussing this emotional area, and by the 1950s “‘aggres- 
sion” carried more page references than “anger” in the indexes of popu- 
lar manuals. “Aggression,” with its connotations of violent behavior 
and imposition on others, obviously suggested meanings rather different 
from those embraced by “‘anger.”’ It would be hard to imagine a child- 
rearing manual insisting that children’s aggressive impulses be carefully 
preserved. Even so, the move away from Victorian formulas was hesitant 
at first. The initial 1945 edition of Dr. Spock’s manual repeated Victo- 
rian ideas about channeling anger into useful work in the world, as 
Spock (already very concerned about jealousy and fear) advised noncha- 
lance in the face of temper tantrums. Some new commentary stressed the 
depth of anger in children—‘“‘Angry emotions are deeply ingrained in 
human nature” —which suggested new dimensions to the problem but 
no very clear guidelines. Other innovators attacked older ideas piece- 
meal. A 1951 manual, for example, demolished the notion that children 
should be encouraged to control anger by boxing or other exercises that 
might allow them to pretend they were punishing their enemies, for 
these approaches exacerbated rather than drained the emotion. Here, in 
fact, was a renunciation of much of the Victorian approach, though the 
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author seemed unaware of his innovation: draining, not channeling, had 
become the key goal, and with it a new set of conventional strategies for 
dealing with anger in childhood. The same author, Harold Bernard, 
went on to note that anger almost never led to the solution of problems 
and that even righteous indignation, though occasionally a boon, re- 
quired strong rational control; the message was that anger should be 
avoided. Even pouting was condemned as allowing a child to store 
anger. Still, however, Victorian throwbacks could emerge as late as 
1958, as in Schwartz and Ruggieri’s manual, which contended that the 
“nondestructive” expression of legitimate anger, as when children stuck 
up for their rights, was healthy. In such situations parents should be 
willing to admit they were wrong, and they should in fact worry about 
children so repressed that they never showed anger at all.®° 
Nevertheless, the mood was clearly shifting. Schwartz and Ruggieri’s 
advice was already somewhat anachronistic, for an implicit, meandering 
debate about anger in socialization had been occurring for almost two 
decades, with the balance of power steadily shifting toward innovation. 
Even Schwartz and Ruggieri, despite the Victorian passage cited above 
(modernized to include the parental obligation to respect children’s 
rights), hedged anger with a host of new caveats. Angry people had 
been bottled up from childhood, “only dimly aware of their underlying 
passion”; incapable of self-control, “they are possessed of a devil.” © 
Childhood authorities were in fact widely admitting what personnel 
experts had long contended: that anger had roots in personality disor- 
ders themselves derived from childhood. This was the same message that 
popularizers had been spreading about fear and jealousy for some time. 
Full statements of the new approach emerged as early as 1941. Ruth 
Fedder then began to apply the unassailable idea of emotional maturity 
to anger and aggression, arguing that, as with jealousy, maturity meant 
control. The adult must accept frustration without blaming others; he or 
she should assume that all problems can be rationally solved. Anger was 
simply infantile, a sign of insecurity. “For anyone to pout, sulk, rage or 
indulge in other displays of violent emotion is to confess frustration and 
inability to face the actual problem.” Aggressiveness simply bred anger 
in response. Only when rage might lead to effective action, as in fighting 
social wrongs like slavery (a revealingly extreme and anachronistic ex- 
ample), might the older Victorian ideas retain any validity; it was so- 
cially useful, for example, that Abraham Lincoln had been morally 
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angry. Within a few years Dorothy Baruch and a host of other childrear- 
ing experts joined the hue and cry against anger, though a fully consis- 
tent stance was not achieved until a decade later (as in Dr. Spock’s 
subsequent editions, where he treated anger more anxiously). Teenage 
advice books chimed in as well, condemning excessive competitiveness 
and urging the importance of controlling anger for the sake of popularity 
(“Do you try to prevent outbursts of anger and thoughtless re- 
marks?”’),6 

Anger had become bad, not complex or potentially useful. “Anger 
shows a definite attempt on the part of the angry person to dominate 
another. Anger does not lead to growth, learning, or harmony. Anger is 
rigid, inflexible, unyielding; it expresses not the slightest desire or intent 
to reach a better understanding. It produces either submission or further 
disharmony and greater antagonism.” As the definition of maturity be- 
came less nuanced and good personal relations took precedence over 
interest in raising children to be champions of justice or productive 
competitors, the references to channeling anger, rather than controlling 
it completely, dropped from sight.’ At the same time, discussions of 
anger and aggression became increasingly extreme, dotted with refer- 
ences to “explosions” and to deviant children “choking with rage.” 

The new approach recognized that some anger was unavoidable. Like 
fear and jealousy, anger became an emotional cross parents had to help 
children bear. The central aim was to convert potentially horrifying 
anger to bland and harmless expression. Further, it was now taboo to 
punish or moralize about angry expressions: both would simply make 
the child more angry and/or drive the emotion deeper, another potential 
cause for festering. Parents should also of course avoid the Victorian 
impulse to approve displays of childish temper as demonstrations of 
“spirit”: anger was a serious problem, even in infants. The goal was 
to provide an understanding, supportive response to children’s anger, 
designed to “prevent emotional sores from bursting.” A child who 
learned to handle anger at home would not develop the kind of truculent 
character that would blow up at work or in marriage: “The more [the 
child] releases the anger, the less of it will remain, provided it has been 
handled in an acceptant way that doesn’t make new anger take the place 
of what has drained off.” 64 

The positive strategy involved in all this combined the same elements 
recommended in fear and jealousy socialization— avoidance and ventila- 
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tion. Parents should be careful to remove as many sources of anger as 
possible by promoting good sleep, allocating material possessions fairly, 
and of course avoiding anger themselves. Children should be taught to 
identify their own anger—being able to label emotions early on received 
growing emphasis—and they should learn, though with no overt disap- 
proval attached, that feeling angry was unpleasant. Further, they should 
be encouraged to talk their anger through, to learn that verbal expres- 
sion would make the nasty emotion go away and that no physical 
actions—even diversionary ones like hitting the floor—and no positive 
results were associated with the experience. At most, some role playing 
might aid the process if talk alone did not suffice. Children’s angry 
impulses must be diverted, replaced with other feelings “more socially 
useful and personally comfortable.” “Feelings can be changed, with 
changed behavior intelligently following.” © 

In the familiar pattern, adult anger was now seen as resulting from 
childhood mishandling and repression. Angry adults were immature, 
though no less dangerous for their childishness: “they are possessed of a 
devil,” becoming tyrants in office and home alike. In his later editions 
Dr. Spock, moving away from his initial, inadvertent Victorianism, spe- 
cifically associated temper control with maturity. Properly adult behav- 
ior meant solving problems without anger, and American society, in the 
good doctor’s mature judgment, needed more of this kind of control. 
Other authorities had moved to this position by the 1940s, emphasizing 
the negative results of aggression. Earlier ideas that anger might be 
useful in righting social wrongs were jettisoned (with a partial exception 
in a childrearing manual directed toward blacks): children should see 
authority as just and problems as resolvable through calm compromise. 
Rules encountered in both childhood and adulthood might not always 
be right, “but we cannot break them or have temper tantrums because 
they do not suit us personally.” 66 

The new approach to draining anger was born at a time when child- 
rearing advice was largely permissive, directed against real or imagined 
traditions of repression. Early recommendations thus stressed the effort 
to provide an understanding and supportive response, though the goal 
of reducing anger and preventing its formation in character was firmly 
maintained. This approach easily passed into the somewhat stricter 
mood of the 1960s and 1970s, when the goals of compromise and 
conformity could be more explicitly identified. Just as the attack on 
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sibling rivalry survived the transition from behaviorism to neo-Freudian- 
ism, so the overriding interest in defusing childish anger superseded 
more superficial fads in expertise. 

Ventilationist strategy assumed that the family must play an im- 
portant role in listening to expressions of anger, and this provided a 
certain verbal leeway that contrasted with the greater Victorian desire 
for harmony at all costs. Children might need to do more than verbalize 
or purge their anger; they might need to tell their parents that they were 
angry at them. This seemingly permissive concession, however, was 
immediately hedged with restrictions, for anger must be released without 
damage or even hostility: “You don’t want to worry or irritate anyone 
else when you use your Rage Release.” Any admission of anger must 
quickly yield to kisses and hugs, and the emphasis on calm statements — 
“do you know that makes me mad?” —suggested that the goal was to 
impose rational control even before the emotion was vented. Highly 
regulated, passionless discussion, not emotional conflict, was the goal 
when a family dispute emerged. Marital advice literature followed essen- 
tially the same approach, as a “‘fair-fighting”’ fad emerged in the 1960s. 
Angry spouses were urged to shout into closets to “vent hostility.” While 
marital disagreements were inevitable, quarrels should be postponed 
until the couple could be “calm” and under “control.” 67 

The twentieth-century approach to anger decisively rejected some of 
the tensions inherent in the Victorian style. Popularizers disdained the 
public-private dichotomy, nor did they try to teach people to control 
their anger in all sorts of situations while saving the essential passion as 
motivation. But in place of these complexities, a new anomaly was 
introduced: because anger was inevitable and could not safely be re- 
pressed, some open manifestations had to be allowed; yet because anger 
was thoroughly unproductive and unpleasant, these manifestations must 
be as circumscribed as possible. Apparent tolerance, in this situation, 
barely masked a whole set of control mechanisms. 

For angry family members were, like angry people generally, simply 
immature. There was no just cause for anger. Here, family advice joined 
the earlier workplace wisdom. Marital conflicts were thought to result 
from displaced anger in childhood, and ideally, this knowledge should 
cushion a spouse’s response. As the increasingly popular “Can This 
Marriage Be Saved”? column in the Ladies Home Journal argued from 
the 1950s onward, “Try not to take personally everything a spouse says 
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in anger. His anger is often based on his own insecurity.” Marriage 
counselors chimed in, repeatedly associating anger with immaturity. 
While the new tolerance allowed that marriage could survive an occa- 
sional quarrel, it was still the case that “most bickering in marriages 
would stop if husbands and wives would just be polite and ‘behave like 
adults.’ Authorities like Robert Blood distinguished between arguing 
and quarreling: the former, quite compatible with a good marriage, 
occurred ‘“‘as long as two people are able to cope with their problems 
objectively. ... as long as emotions are still under control.” As for real 
anger in marriage, images of warfare and “nuclear explosion” bedecked 
discussions of it. Communication, which might include calm, purely 
verbal expressions of anger, was touted as the healing alternative to 
angry exchange, for there was no grievance that could not be emotion- 
ally controlled by free and frank talk. Anger was either avoided in mid- 
twentieth-century marital advice or, its inevitability reluctantly con- 
ceded, it was trivialized, dismissed as superficial rather than deeply felt. 
As with jealousy, accusations were turned against the accuser: is your 
spouse unreasonably angry or is it you?®® Victorians, at least as con- 
cerned about the results of quarreling in the family context, conveyed a 
sense of deep passions under stern control—and, of course, available for 
deployment elsewhere. The new-style family advice sought to dismiss 
anger with a laugh and a reminder about immaturity; intensity gave way 
to cuddles and bemused questions about what the fuss had been about 
in the first place. Ideally, deeper passion had disappeared by adulthood, 
for if it survived it would denote an antisocial, aggressive personality; 
and there was no useful function for anger, in the home or outside it. 


Conclusion: The Larger Campaign 


The trajectories of the new attacks on negative emotions were not identi- 
cal, partly of course because the emotions themselves vary. Fear roused 
concern because of its damage to the individual; jealousy and anger also 
harmed the individual, but these emotions were condemned primarily 
because they interfered with constructive dealings with others. Moderate 
differences in timing combined with significant distinctions in the audi- 
ences addressed: discussions of fear began in the childrearing manuals 
and only gradually spread to the cultural expressions of adult institu- 
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tions like the military, whereas the revisions of Victorian anger stan- 
dards moved in almost literally the reverse order. 

Nevertheless, the overriding similarities were striking. The concept of 
bad emotions united fear, jealousy, and anger around an emphasis on 
unpleasantness and destructive consequence. This categorization built 
on Victorian disapprovals, particularly of jealousy and anger, but it went 
well beyond Victorianism in denying the usefulness and emphasizing the 
extreme inner discomfort of the negative emotions. 

New cultural standards began to emerge in all three cases in the 
19208, and their full statement required about three decades to develop. 
By the later 1950s mature and multifaceted expressions of the reasons 
behind hostility to these emotions and the strategies designed to curb 
them were readily available, and middle-class audiences were, if letters 
to magazines and questionnaire data can be believed, routinely consum- 
ing them. 

Hostility to fear, jealousy, and anger displaced the gender distinctions 
that had been so prominent in Victorian culture. Remnants of the Victo- 
rian connection between jealousy and femininity survived, to be sure, 
but popularizers made it clear that boys as well as girls could be threat- 
ened by the monster. Moving in the opposite direction, the campaign 
against anger deprived men of disproportionate access to the emotion, 
at least in principle. Childrearing authorities no longer distinguished 
between girlish sweetness and desirable boyish pugnacity, and the stan- 
dards at work quite explicitly urged control on both genders. Fear, 
finally, became a problem for people in general, not a sign of feminine 
weakness and an occasion for masculine challenge. Men and women did 
not necessarily respond to the new culture in the same ways, but there is 
no question that, in all areas, Victorian assumptions about distinctive 
characteristics and distinctive functions declined rapidly. Negative emo- 
tions were now too devastating to form part of either masculine or 
feminine identity.°? 

One of the symptoms of the decline of gender emphasis was the 
uniformity of concern about young children. The new wisdom saw 
dangerous potential in the nature of infants; Victorian innocence was a 
thing of the past. Unattended, children were quite likely to develop bad 
emotional character as they were victimized by fear, jealousy, or anger. 
Popular articles stressed, however, that while emotional problems were 
to some degree inherent, they could be contained and shaped. The 
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underlying consistency in twentieth-century approaches to the negative 
emotions lay in this insistent focus on early childhood, in two respects. 
First, proper socialization laid the groundwork for adult ability to avoid 
or largely control the emotions that had been so menacing in infancy. 
There was real, if nervous, faith in the results of parental watchfulness, 
and real dependence on these same results to produce anger-, jealousy-, 
and fear-free adult capacities at work and in the home. Second, the 
dominance of childhood experience allowed adult deviance to be con- 
demned and dismissed as immaturity. Significant expression of one of 
the negative emotions—as opposed to mere ventilation—now became 
the symptom of individual fault, demanding no particular response ex- 
cept (should the onlooker be so inclined) a patronizing tolerance. Twen- 
tieth-century popularizers took the task of emotional socialization ex- 
tremely seriously: “Anger and fear are behind most behavior problems. 
Help your child to the security and self-reliance which insure self-con- 
trol,” read a Parents’ Magazine heading of 1932, expressing the urgency 
of the whole childrearing issue precisely because of its adult implica- 
tions.”° 

The emotional gap between childhood and adulthood widened in this 
process. Whereas the Victorians tended to see a continuum between 
relatively early childhood and subsequent experience, with character- 
building learning occurring at all major points, the new wisdom stressed 
the importance of granting children support that mature adults should 
not require. Thus children could vent, require compensations, command 
diversions, but adults, as products of this careful childhood, should need 
less care. They might maintain earlier habits, arranging distractions for 
themselves, but they should have passed the point of expecting peers to 
rally around to help out. 

The somber new emotional demands of adulthood were masked by 
recurrent references to greater openness and tolerance in childrearing. 
Manifestations of negative emotion by children were to be greeted with 
great caution; punishment and even overt disapproval were to be 
avoided, and popularizers made considerable show of their distaste for 
“traditional” harsh reactions. In all three cases, however, supportive 
reactions were designed to dampen fervor, and they were accompanied 
by clear, if implicit, messages designed to teach the young to be embar- 
rassed by their childish displays. In adulthood, constraint was more 
obvious still, for knowledge of what constituted immaturity served as a 
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vivid reminder of which emotions had to be avoided or concealed. 
Verbal venting might be permitted to a degree, amid congratulations 
about triumphing over Victorian “repression”; but the margins of ex- 
pression narrowed as a systematic rational suppression Victorians had 
never claimed moved to center stage and negative emotions lost any 
motivational role. The fact that the new standards for negative emotions 
arose concurrently with liberalization in other areas, such as sexual 
behavior, posture, and clothing, indicates at best a superficial relation- 
ship between the two phenomena. Though some scholarly observers 
have claimed a coherent pattern oi “‘informalization,” ”? the claim is off 
the mark. Casual clothing, more open sexuality, or a lounging gait were 
signs of a more flexible personal identity and defiance of rigid standards; 
the trajectory of these developments was quite different from that of the 
new norms of emotional maturity, though the new informalities might 
make the new emotional standards more tolerable. 

As the standards applied to negative emotions coalesced, so did ap- 
propriate strategies. To prevent inevitable surges of jealousy, fear, or 
anger, Americans were told to stay away from provocative situations; 
avoidance was the first rule of wisdom, prepared by parental manipula- 
tion and ideally maintained in independent adulthood. Distraction was 
a second weapon, though more clearly for fear and jealousy than for 
anger; material inducements might modify fear or dilute resentment of a 
sibling. Finally, a third recourse was for a child to announce an emotion, 
properly labeled, in expectation of parental reassurance or its equiva- 
lent—though whether this strategy was sustainable beyond childhood 
was open to question. The new emotional culture waffled on the issue of 
whether the desired strategies would produce a mature personality im- 
mune to jealousy or significant anger or simply a personality capable of 
controlling and concealing these emotions. 

Management of the negative emotions most obviously focused on 
sustaining personal relationships, whether in the family or on the job. 
Along with inner unpleasantness (whether experienced or taught), po- 
tential damage to the ability to get along with others justified the “‘nega- 
tive” label in the first place. But the negative emotions were also attacked 
because of their potential intensity, their capacity to escape control. 
Twentieth-century popularizers dealing with jealousy, fear, or anger 
advised against any expression, save the carefully verbal, lest it run 
wild. Here lay a crucial departure from the Victorian confidence that 
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dangerous emotions might be successfully used. In the new view, emo- 
tions became all-or-nothing propositions, a set of impulses that could 
run a person into the ground. This is why childhood, in the twentieth- 
century view, became such an emotional mine field, filled with traps for 
the unwary or untutored. Emotions like jealousy were condemned not 
simply because they were negative but also because they were strong. 
Words like “devastating” were routinely applied.’” For all three negative 
emotions the image of festering, or explosive potential, permeated the 
popularized literature, particularly on childrearing. Emotion here be- 
came a powder keg, whose charge increased with each mismanagement. 
Frequent menacing imagery appeared in discussions of all three negative 
emotions, which were replete with references to juvenile delinquency, 
Nazism, and a variety of social ills—all the more frightening in that the 
emotions involved were now seen as to some degree inevitable, at least 
early in life. Beyond the repercussions of specific judgments on individ- 
ual emotions or even the new management strategies, the redefinition of 
emotion to emphasize the inherence and threat of vigor raises some of 
the most important questions about the meaning and impact of the post- 
Victorian style. 

Soon after the new emotional culture began to take shape, psychiatric 
redefinitions of insanity began to include a “borderline” category that, 
though always vague, embraced a number of instances of “emotional 
immaturity,” including chronic anger, impulsiveness, and fearful anxi- 
ety. Building on efforts since the 1880s to devise a category that would 
include excessive manifestation of normal responses without extreme 
behavioral symptoms—to provide a label for diffuse personality disor- 
ders, in sum—the borderline concept provoked dispute from its intro- 
duction in the late 1930s. Its diagnostic use increased steadily, however, 
particularly by the 1970s, and it was formally included in the standard 
psychiatry manual in 1980. Borderline definitions offer important tools 
in diagnosing mental illness, but they also suggest the importance of new 
and increasingly defined standards of emotional normalcy, making what 
nineteenth-century observers would have termed “character disorders” 
into outright maladies. This development, to be sure, was distant from 
the more mundane popularizations of new standards of adulthood, but 
it potentially reinforced some of the same points.” 

As the mainstream middle-class emotional culture emerged progres- 
sively from the 1920s onward, its contrast with Victorian norms gained 
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a growing range of expressions. While a few messages remained con- 
stant—don’t get angry at the kids or scare them deliberately as part of 
discipline—most of the lessons and accompanying strategies were new, 
as childhood became more emotionally vulnerable, adulthood ideally 
more rational. Victorians had worried about fear, jealousy, and anger, 
but they thought they could put these emotions to use. Twentieth- 
century popularizers worried massively about the same emotions, and 
they urged Americans to avoid or conceal them. 


5 


Dampening the Passions: 
Guilt, Grief, and Love 


Growing hostility to the emotions labeled as negative was an important 
development, involving rejection of several basic emotional reactions 
that Victorians had regarded as functional and motivational if properly 
handled. To be sure, twentieth-century emotional culture did not create 
the newly negative verdict from thin air. Victorians and their predeces- 
sors had already warned about aspects of anger and jealousy and even 
about their potential for racing out of control, and they had raised new 
cautions about fear as well. To some extent, then, twentieth-century 
developments involved highlighting and extending these precedents in 
light of new contexts. For example, while the campaign against jealousy 
was new, given greater Victorian confidence in positive affection be- 
tween siblings or lovers, it followed in part from increased social interac- 
tion between men and women, which raised the possibility of sexual 
jealousy considerably. The change was significant, but it was not en- 
tirely startling. 

Through the heightened attention to negative emotions, Americans 
became increasingly conscious of the gap between pleasant and unpleas- 
ant emotional experience. By the later twentieth century several studies 
revealed the great capacity of Americans (as compared to other cultures) 
for distinguishing between unpleasant and pleasant emotions and, of 
course, markedly preferring the latter. While other cultures, such as the 
Chinese, manifested a sense that certain emotions were difficult or even 
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unpleasant, they might also believe that these emotions served important 
functions, as a result maintaining a less simple pleasure/pain dichotomy 
in their emotionology. Comparative studies also revealed how unusually 
eager Americans were to deny experience of negative emotions or to 
conceal this experience. Thus, for example, by the 1990s Americans 
were far more likely to disapprove of jealousy than were the Chinese, 
but they differed even more in their professed eagerness to hide the 
emotion. The same held true for anger, in comparison with Chinese, 
West Indians, and Greeks. Pride in self-control also applied particularly 
to the negative emotions. A major opinion survey in the early 1970s 
listed ability to keep one’s temper as one of the five most commonly 
desired character strengths: “When I get into an argument with some- 
one, I know how to calm things down quickly.” Americans, in sum, 
clearly picked up the cultural signals about negative emotions and liked 
to believe they lived up to the standards, at least when they talked 
about values to pollsters and similar academic intruders. These qualities 
replaced Victorian-style claims to courage or moral passion, granting of 
course that comparable questionnaires did not exist in the nineteenth 
century. Aversion to unpleasant, presumably antisocial emotions formed 
a major part of the transition from Victorian to twentieth-century cul- 
ture as the multifaceted preachments, reaching the middle class from 
home and workplace alike, struck an increasingly responsive chord. 

The growth of systematic hostility to the negative emotions was not 
the only shift in emotional norms, however. Also taking shape from the 
1920S onward was a substantial redefinition of several emotions that 
Victorian culture had not warned against at all. Guilt, viewed as un- 
pleasant but essential in the nineteenth century, now took on dangerous 
overtones, verging on inclusion in the negative-emotions category. Grief, 
which no one could argue was explicitly antisocial, also earned new 
warnings and constraints. Finally, love, while still very positively valued, 
was also redefined as Americans learned that intensity even in a good 
emotion could be risky. Explicit attacks on Victorian love ideals emerged 
in several quarters, and a more restrained vocabulary was urged in a 
variety of personal encounters. 

These developments, as much as the attack on the negative emotions, 
changed the dominant emotionology, redefining which emotions could 
be publicly expressed or urged and reducing the level of intensity that 
could be regarded as healthy or normal. These changes were linked to 
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the more straightforward attacks on fear or anger by a common aversion 
to undue intensity and potential loss of control or vulnerability to frus- 
tration. Love, unlike anger, was still good, but like concentrated anger, 
too much love might lead to distortions, generating maladjustment and 
bad decisions. The most impressive feature of the new, underlying at- 
tempt to replace intensity with a blander emotional regime involved the 
spreading impulse to keep not only unpleasant experiences but even 
agreeable emotions under careful wraps. Playing it cool meant not being 
carried away in any direction, even one that in moderate proportions 
could be approved. 


Guilt 


The reassessment of guilt followed logically from the growing emphasis 
on distinguishing between emotions as acceptable because pleasant and 
unacceptable because painful. Attacks on guilt had been part of the 
growing warnings in the childrearing literature about anger, jealousy, 
and fear. One of the new taboos in dealing with childish manifestations 
of these emotions involved making things worse by adding guilt. For 
example, it was thought that the angry child would become more angry 
(whether overtly or not) if guilt were applied. Guilt became a source of 
frustration that might in turn exacerbate durable emotional malfunction. 
Up-to-date advisers were quite aware of their innovations in this area; 
guilt became part of a repressive Victorian past that had to be exor- 
cised.” 

In addition to reflecting concern about the impact of unpleasant 
emotions, the growing warnings about guilt fit amid the shifts in emo- 
tional culture in other ways as well. Guilt’s potential power was recog- 
nized and addressed in essentially the same fashion as anger or jealousy: 
it should be ventilated so that it would not take hold. Children were 
increasingly trained to recognize guilty feelings and express them in 
hopes of adult sympathy. “I am feeling guilty” became a plea for reassur- 
ance that in turn should quickly replace any intense inner experience. 

Then, too, the lack of vivid emotional replacements for guilt con- 
firmed the twentieth-century tendency to seek nonemotional substitutes 
for profound emotion. Guilt in this sense was attacked not only because 
it was unpleasant but also because it could run too deep. Whereas the 
increasing distaste for undue shame in the early nineteenth century 
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involved an immediate if implicit quest for a substitute form of emo- 
tional enforcement, the attack on guilt was not matched by any clear 
replacement. In terms of recommended norms, the danger of severe 
emotional sanctions tended to preclude any systematic effort to develop 
alternatives for guilt. Revealingly, in the later twentieth century, charac- 
teristic punishments for children emphasized temporary deprivation of 
material comforts and leisure activities, not emotional sanction beyond 
a certain embarrassment in front of one’s peers. Whereas Victorians 
had adopted a clear, emotionally symbolic punishment to replace prior 
shaming—the idea of going to one’s room, being separated from normal 
family affection, and thus developing guilt to the point of being able to 
apologize on the strength of the emotion—twentieth-century parents 
moved increasingly to the more emotionally neutral practice of ““ground- 
ing” —interrupting a childs normal enjoyment of toys, television, or 
excursions with friends. Grounding was punishment, and it carried emo- 
tional overtones of mutual annoyance, but its thrust was not primarily 
emotional. Thus it fit precisely the notion that explicitly emotional sanc- 
tions had become too risky. 

Ruth Benedict correctly noted a move away from traditional shame 
and guilt in a 1946 essay: “Shame is an increasingly heavy burden... 
and guilt is less extremely felt than in earlier generations. In the United 
States this is interpreted as a relaxation of morals, because we do not 
expect shame to do the heavy work of morality. We do not harness the 
acute personal chagrin which accompanies shame to our fundamental 
system of morality.” 3 

This judgment can be readily confirmed and partially explained by an 
examination of characteristic childrearing literature and related child 
psychology from at least the early 1930s onward. Writing for the Child 
Study Association of America in 1932, for example, indomitable popu- 
larizers Dorothy Canfield Fisher and Sidonie Gruenberg wrote that it 
was “undesirable for a child to develop a deep sense of guilt and of 
failure” (the equation is of course revealing in itself). The authors admit- 
ted that children should learn to be concerned about wrong behavior, 
but their attempt to distinguish between such learning and the emotion 
of guilt was rather inchoate. A popular manual in 1934 clarified, though 
only in passing, that guilt had become undesirable: “Practice in control- 
ling adverse emotions is often necessary.” Authors Carl and Mildred 
Renz urged parents to control their own emotions in the interest of 
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avoiding guilt in their children. In dealing with childish sexual interest 
or toilet training, for example, a child should be “protected from an 
impression that there is anything shameful or disgusting about his misbe- 
havior.” 4 

Treatment of this sort made it clear, in fact, that guilt was being 
linked to other negative emotions in several senses. First, it was not 
constructive, being likely to cause either harmful distress or outright 
misbehavior in a child. Dr. Spock, for example, while not discoursing on 
guilt directly, warned against harsh discipline in such areas as toilet 
training, where punishment could damage a personality by making it 
durably hostile or inducing such generalized guilt that the child would 
suffer from pervasive “worrisomeness.” Guilt feelings could be blamed 
for aggressive and even criminal behavior, or it could undermine confi- 
dence in much the same way that fear could do. The role of guilt in 
anxiety was frequently noted as part of the reason why the emotion 
could not be viewed as positive, and the “repressed energies” resulting 
from guilt could induce all sorts of mischief.’ 

Second, like the more obviously negative emotions guilt had the 
capacity to fester, building up in children to the extent that adult func- 
tioning would be hampered. Thus a child made to feel guilty will suffer 
“a harmful effect upon his mental health as long as he lives.” Guilt 
about sexuality received particular attention, with the related topic of 
toilet training being a close second. Sexual guilt laid on a child might 
“unfit the individual for adult conjugal relations.” Far more than the 
campaigns against fear or anger, concern about guilt generated a direct 
attack on childrearing practices of the past, when parents had used the 
emotion to discipline children and had created damaging inhibitions in 
the process; as Fischer and Gruenberg noted, “‘traditions of guilt and 
sin” needed to be rigorously overthrown.° 

Third, as with the negative emotions, avoidance of guilt also involved 
new duties for parents. Parents should help children bypass behaviors 
and situations that would arouse great guilt. They should keep their own 
impatience in check by not expecting too much too soon (in toilet 
training, for instance), and they must avoid humiliating a child. Precisely 
because many parents had been raised amid guilt, they needed to take 
careful emotional stock before they dealt with disciplinary issues. “‘Un- 
less he [the parent] can keep his own emotions under control . . . he will 
not be able to train his child properly.”’ Parents must come to terms 
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with their own repressions lest they pass them on to their offspring. 
From this initial parental injunction, the notion developed that an indi- 
vidual who induced guilt in another was in many ways the greater 
offender than the person whose behavior caused the confrontation in the 
first place. Ironically, instillers of guilt now had much to feel guilty 
about, for causing emotional distress was more reprehensible than many 
bad actions. 

Finally, and above all, guilt became a negative emotion not only 
because it was unpleasant (its association with anxiety conveyed this 
link) but also because its intensity might so easily incapacitate. Popular- 
izers and research psychologists alike talked of “floods” of guilt or of 
people “laden with their feelings of guilt.” They lamented the way guilt 
could induce a “‘merciless kind of self-condemnation”’ and a host of 
related irrationalities. Guilt could paralyze thought and so prevent 
proper self-direction and control. Adults who had been made to feel 
guilty as children could be infected with feelings that they could not 
easily recognize and therefore could not govern.’ 

In the childrearing manuals guilt did not command the systematic 
attention that fear, anger, or jealousy did. The emotion was somewhat 
more abstract, and some observers wavered between the new wisdom 
that guilt was bad and the earlier recognition that it served some undeni- 
able functions. Thus a 1959 text offered the usual condemnation of guilt 
as a cause of frustration and anxiety but also noted in a separate section, 
with no attempt to reconcile the contradiction, that the emotion was es- 
sential for society in serving as a “‘silent policeman.” The main reason for 
such scattered treatments of guilt, however, lay in the fact that commen- 
tary on guilt was diffused among more specific commentaries on sexual- 
ity, toilet training, and general disciplinary approach. Brief comments on 
guilt’s harmfulness and deleterious intensity undergirded more specific ef- 
forts to teach parents to be patient, to “take it easy” in order to avoid 
making children feel guilty about perfectly natural functions and inter- 
ests. Another reason why elaborate comment on the emotion itself was 
not judged necessary was that guilt, unlike fear or anger, was avoidable. 
If parents broke through the customs of the past, they could raise children 
free from this particular emotional distraction. Thus strategies for 
avoiding guilt were downplayed in favor of urging parents to gain com- 
mand of their own “repressed neuroses” in the interests of raising emo- 
tionally healthier personalities in the next generation.” 


Dampening the Passions 145 


Increasingly, the new attitude toward guilt blended with attacks on 
anger and jealousy as part of the effort to reverse Victorian cultural 
emphases and produce an emotionology systematically purged of dan- 
gerous intensities. But the new approach concerning guilt required more 
than warning labels and parental strategies. It also demanded some at- 
tention to alternatives. For despite their eagerness to escape Victorian 
repressiveness and blind insistence on childish obedience, the new breed 
of popularizers clearly recognized the need for self-restraint. Therefore, 
if they advised that guilt was no longer an appropriate enforcer, then 
they obviously needed to indicate what would take its place. The classic 
negative emotions did not require this next step: anger, jealousy, or fear 
could be branded as bad, strategies developed for avoidance or control, 
and that was that. Guilt, in this sense, was more complex, which was 
one reason why many popularizers groped for some distinction between 
guilt and a healthy (presumably less emotion-laden) conscience. 

Three alternatives to the Victorian emphasis on guilt developed, two 
of which were explicitly discussed in childrearing manuals. First, par- 
ents were urged to help children avoid guilt, not only by restraining 
their own emotions in discipline but also by monitoring behavior so 
that potentially guilt-inducing situations became unlikely. Here, behav- 
ioral attention could make emotionally based self-criticism less neces- 
sary in the early years of childhood. 

Second, parents should help children understand appropriate behav- 
iors rationally. The reason for patience in toilet training, for example, 
was that at a certain point, after age two or three, children could be 
talked to about proper cleanliness. They might even, as Dr. Spock sug- 
gested, want to control their bodily processes on their own. Discipline 
of all sorts should make children think. Emotion should be avoided 
precisely because it beclouded reason. Calm parents could talk to their 
children, who would, equally calmly, come to agree on goals—if par- 
ents did not press the goals prematurely. Ideally, then, a combination 
of behavior strategy designed to avoid distressing situations and rational 
control would generate the good behavior families and society had a 
right to expect. Guilt need not enter in, and indeed, in some formula- 
tions, no emotions of any sort were necessary to achieve propriety in 
word and deed. 

But the larger campaign to control other negative emotions and some 
of the language in the comments on guilt itself suggested a third, im- 
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plicit but probably most important attack on guilt. According to this 
approach, people would learn through their upbringing that inappropri- 
ate emotional expression could be condemned as immature. The warn- 
ings to parents to keep the results of their own misguided upbringings 
under control not only credited the possibility of rational dominance— 
parents could learn to behave before they distorted their own kids— 
but also reminded parents that mistakes reflected an essential childish- 
ness that should embarrass any mature adult. 

As in the Victorian period, explicit emphasis on shame in childrear- 
ing remained fairly subdued. Children were not to be taunted or ex- 
posed to the scorn of their siblings. Indeed, twentieth-century parents, 
and even the schools, moved farther from reliance on shame than the 
Victorians had done, reducing public humiliations in the classroom, for 
example. With shame still downplayed and guilt now attacked as well, 
emphasis in childrearing, at least as conceived in the mainstream mid- 
dle-class culture, shifted to rational explanation and persuasion as the 
proper reactions to bad behavior, supplemented by an emotionally neu- 
tral denial of privileges if necessary. Unpleasant emotions were neither 
to be scorned nor attacked through guilt but rather ventilated, enabling 
children to defuse the emotional experience through labeling and talk- 
ing out. Because it dissociated emotion from action, this tactic mini- 
mized the need for formal adult response. Ventilation was the alterna- 
tive to adult riposte (with its potential for harmful guilt) and to the 
dreaded festering that might convert a passing negative experience into 
a personality trait. Reliance on ventilation formed the new first stage in 
the complex task of disciplining oneself without rousing intense emo- 
tional impulses either as motivations for good behavior or as side ef- 
fects. This strategy was supplemented, of course, by parental tactics de- 
signed to constrain opportunities for bad behavior or negative 
emotional experience. Revealingly, school honor codes, a classic way to 
express reliance on a regime of guilt, ossified after the mid-twentieth 
century, with only two American universities (Air Force Academy and 
Dartmouth College) launching a new honor code program after 1945.!° 
Here, too, efforts to help avoid both temptation and potential guilt 
pangs forced new kinds of adult supervision or manipulation. 

The childhood phase did not, however, directly carry through to 
adulthood. Whereas in Victorian days guilt instilled in childhood was 
meant to serve as a lifelong guide, in the twentieth century the relation- 
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ship between the two life stages became more complicated. The same 
prescriptive literature that urged anxious attention to children’s experi- 
ences of anger, jealousy, or fear—and avoidance of guilt—cold-shoul- 
dered the same negative emotions expressed by adults, blanketing them 
with the label “immature.” Immature emotions expressed by adults, in 
turn, should be corrected by embarrassment, which involved a different 
type of ventilation technique. Most obviously, the strategy of allowing 
people to repeat angry grievances was designed to make them see their 
own childishness until, sheepishly, they would realize their folly and 
bring their emotionality under control. Well-bred people would need to 
experience this technique rarely, for their rational controls would nor- 
mally operate. But where breeding failed, embarrassment provided the 
technique that would allow reason to replace emotion, without setting 
in motion defensive emotional intensities that could weaken control still 
further. Both guilt and shame were involved in the new reliance on 
embarrassment, but in typically muted fashion. Embarrassment was less 
profoundly internalized than guilt in that it required outside stimulus 
and was not intended to cut too deep. At the same time it was less 
public and more subtle than shame, involving individual recognition of 
childishness, not overt derision from the outside. Evisceration of inten- 
sity, not passionate judgment either by self or others, was now the goal 
as twentieth-century American culture sought to combine emotional 
control with avoidance of excess even in defense of proper standards.!! 

The effort to replace guilt with embarrassment in regulating negative 
emotions and other unacceptable behaviors not only worked against 
intensity but also assumed an audience. New sensitivities to peers and 
immediate superiors were essential to the successful operation of embar- 
rassment. Revealingly, advice to adults about anger frequently included 
the otherwise bizarre recommendation that anger might be expressed 
completely in isolation if necessary—shrieking in the closet—because 
this outlet would produce no audience response, and hence no embar- 
rassment. Thus concealment also flourished in this atmosphere, since 
people could avoid the new methods of reproof by hiding their emo- 
tional reactions. 

The overall effectiveness of the new system of regulation and sup- 
pression must await subsequent comment. Its intended superficiality did 
not preclude impact. At present it is most important to note that the 
increasing aversion to guilt fit in with the overall shift in emotional 
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style, becoming a part of a new emotional regulatory system that not 
only required a host of novel tactics, beginning with parental treatment 
of young children, but also deliberately avoided emotional depth. In this 
system, sensitivity to others’ reactions would allow individuals to cor- 
rect their courses without intense internal responses—a strategy that 
would effectively overcome the threat to rational control posed by guilt. 


Grief 


The transformation of twentieth-century grief has yet to be explicitly 
studied. Commentary on twentieth-century reactions to death from his- 
torians like Philippe Ariés and psychologists like Elisabeth Kubler-Ross 
indicates an increasing distaste for death; a desire to isolate it in alien- 
ating hospital environments; and (though more rapidly in Europe than 
the United States) an increasing preference for cremation as a replace- 
ment for traditional memorials and rituals. Lack of adequate outlets for 
mourning resulting from the decline of formal periods and markings of 
grief has also been noted. But the actual historical process by which a 
rich Victorian grief culture yielded to the colder reactions of the twenti- 
eth century has not been examined. !? 

Unlike guilt, grief did not exactly become a negative emotion. How- 
ever, the experience of grief was regarded as unpleasant, lacking the 
saving graces that Victorian culture had provided for it. Even more 
important, its potentially consuming qualities inevitably drew growing 
disapproval. Precisely the feature of grief that had seemed most suitable 
to nineteenth-century observers—its capacity to take a person out of 
normal reality in reaction to loss—now became menacing. Thus, while 
grief was not blackened quite as thoroughly as were the negative emo- 
tions, it began to encounter a combination of concern and neglect that 
marked a pronounced shift from nineteenth-century standards. 

The initial reconsideration of the Victorian valuation of grief began 
in the 1890s, mainly through the medium of opinion articles in middle- 
class magazines. Although preliminary to a full emotionological change, 
this reconsideration entered into the process of reshaping basic standards 
as magazines like Outlook, the North American Review, and others 
offered an array of articles on death and its emotional overtones from 
the 1890s through World War I. 

Two factors, at least, accounted for the early start on a revisionist 
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approach. First, death rates began to drop rapidly in the United States 
from the 1880s to the 1920s, particularly among children.'* It was 
almost inevitable that such a dramatic development would have cultural 
repercussions. Second, and perhaps even more important to the editori- 
als about death, discussions of Victorian ideas about mortality followed 
from the “warfare between science and theology” generated by the 
debates over evolution.'* Death proved to be one of the areas where 
enlightened modern opinion found it easy to attack old religious beliefs, 
Victorian among others, and while this focus was not directly emotional, 
it had emotional implications that were gradually taken up. For these 
reasons the chronology of the attack on grief was somewhat different 
from that of the other attacks on Victorian emotionology. However, as 
the early results fed into a more explicit review of grief from the 1920s 
onward, when editorial debate declined but explicit socialization advice 
increased, the concordance between attacks on Victorian grief and re- 
considerations of jealousy, fear, and guilt clearly emerged. 

One side of the debate in the 1890s and 1900s featured careful 
restatements of Victorian values. Outlook, as a Christian periodical, 
particularly defended the importance of grief. Editors urged readers to 
experience the vitality as well as the inevitability of sorrow “‘by bearing 
its full impact with patience, sweetness and faith.” In 1906 Lyman 
Abbott reminded readers that suffering educates and ennobles and ex- 
tolled the strengthening effects of grief: “We are perfected in character 
in the school of suffering.” “Who would live in a world of sorrow and 
never know sorrow? Blessed are they that mourn, because in their sor- 
row they can, if they will, strengthen those that sorrow, sharing their 
grief and bearing their burden for them.” A 1902 article echoed the 
Victorian belief in the union of loved ones in heaven as a hope that 
could undergird grief: “It is in the pain of separation that the deepest 
joy of reunion is born; it is in the anguish of loss that the bliss of final 
recovery is prepared.” The link between love and grief remained: “To 
be conscious that others grieve and not to grieve with them would be 
not to love.”’!> But this Victorian continuity now had a defensive cast to 
it, for other arguments were more widely disseminated. 

One subtle source of attack on Victorian grief really involved a 
Panglossian extension of Victorianism itself: If death involved quick 
union with God and only brief separation from loved ones on earth, 
why bother to grieve at all, and why dread death? “Why should it not 
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be to all of us the Great Adventure? Why should we not look forward to 
it with anticipation, not with apprehension?” In this upbeat Christian 
rendering, joy, not grief, should predominate, and the bittersweet ambiv- 
alence of Victorian culture was muscled aside in favor of assertions of 
perpetual happiness. In 1907 Jane Belfield wrote on death for Lippin- 
cott’s Magazine, stressing the folly of great pain. After all, not only 
death but also reunion with family is certain, so death need not involve 
intense feelings at all but rather “emotions and aspirations hushed.” 
Another tack, slightly different from Christian optimism, increasingly 
emphasized the debilities of old age, such that death could and should 
be calmly greeted if, as was increasingly the case, it had the courtesy to 
wait until people had passed through normal adulthood. Outlook also 
took up this theme, stressing death as a pleasant release from decrepi- 
tude: “The stains of travel were gone, the signs of age had vanished; 
once more young, but with a wisdom beyond youth, she started with 
buoyant step and with a rising hope in her heart; for through the soft 
mist beautiful forms seemed to be moving, and faint and far she heard 
voices that seemed to come out of her childhood, fresh with the freshness 
of the morning, and her spirit grew faint for joy at the sound of them.” 
Clearly, in this picture, neither fear for one’s own death nor grief at the 
passing of an older relative made much sense.'® 

Popularized science attacked grief and fear of death from another 
interesting angle. A steady, surprising series of articles countered the 
traditional belief that death involved pain. Many modern spirits argued 
that this belief was one of the sources of Christianity’s hold on the 
masses, who used religion to counter anticipated suffering, but that it 
was empirically incorrect. This was not, of course, a direct attack on 
Victorian emotional culture, which had also downplayed the physical 
side of death in favor of a vaguely religious spirituality, but it had 
implications concerning grief. Science, so the modernists repeatedly ar- 
gued, suggested that most deaths were actually rather pleasant. A New 
Englander and Yale Review article launched a seemingly bizarre debate 
in 1891, attacking the “popular belief” that “the moment of death is to 
be anticipated as one of bodily pain and mental discomfort.” Granting 
that there is a natural dread of death in anticipation, the article con- 
tended that most deaths involved a “pleasurable sensation.” Death in 
old age, most notably, resembled going to sleep; it was “‘a slumberous 
condition, not unlike that at the end of a toilsome day.” Even sudden 
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death or convulsions, however, did not indicate pain. People under 
anesthesia, after all, reported ‘delightful sensations” and ‘“‘beatific vi- 
sions.” Whatever pain might be involved was largely unfelt, according 
to the best medical evidence.!’ 

This line of argument continued to receive considerable attention for 
over two decades. In 1901 a North American Review piece noted that 
morality would improve if death were no longer used as a threat, for its 
pain is in fact illusory. The Fortnightly Review contended more generally 
that with medical improvements, plus the new understanding that death 
need not be feared as painful, “death is disappearing from our 
thoughts.” “Perhaps the most distinctive note of the modern spirit is the 
practical disappearance of the thought of death as an influence directly 
bearing upon practical life.” Because death was losing its terrors —being 
now “regarded rather as a welcome friend than a grisly visitant” —and 
because beliefs in personal immortality were fading, the death of another 
“frequently causes more relief than grief to those who remain.” The 
article claimed that a host of new developments, including the tensions 
involved in medically prolonged life and the growing popularity of 
cremation, evidenced major changes in reactions toward death, particu- 
larly a decline in fear and sorrow. In 1909 Current Literature returned 
to the medical view, which reduced death’s terrors and emphasized 
gradual, rather peaceful decay. ““We do not die suddenly; our existence 
perishes gradually with the weakening of the organs.” So, by implica- 
tion, why a great fuss when the final stage occurred? By 1914 Living 
Age could refer in passing to virtual unanimity in the claim that “‘the 
‘death agony’ is an unscientific conception,” which in turn meant that 
the whole atmosphere of death needed review. Current Literature at- 
tacked the idea that death or loss of consciousness should provoke fear; 
people should get used to the “hard facts of science” and stop emoting 
so much about what was in fact not only inevitable but also rather 
tranquil. Churches needed some other argument (if they could find one) 
to attract reasonable people back to attendance; death and grief were 
outdated religious motivations. !° 

These arguments about science reflected a desire to expose death to 
the cold light of reason and also to pick up on medical advances, 
including the growing emphasis on organic deterioration as the leading 
killer rather than epidemic or disease. The scientific approach included a 
number of idiosyncratic byways. Some commentators explained in- 


152 Dampening the Passions 


creases in suicide as evidence that attitudes toward death were losing 
emotional charge. Others argued that euthanasia followed logically from 
the new understanding of death’s painlessness. Popularizations of Elie 
Metchnikoff’s arguments that death-causing microphages could be de- 
feated, thus allowing massive prolongation of life, constituted another 
means of arguing against conventional attitudes toward death. The main 
point here is the steady current of attention given to the necessity of 
challenging traditional responses in the name of science and progress. As 
death became a scientific topic and older attitudes were presumably 
exposed as fallacious, the emotional overtones of death, including not 
only fear but also anger, lost justification, and thus the need for pro- 
nounced grief was obviated. 

Other commentary on emotions associated with death flowed from a 
series of articles on foreign death practices, which could be used to 
highlight American gains in objectivity. Another popular theme involved 
critiques of expensive funeral practices and the increase of professional 
morticians. A North American Review article of 1907 distinguished 
between appropriate recognition of the gravity of death and the exploit- 
ative ceremonies that played on grief. “Nobody goes to see a man born, 
but the entire community turns out to see him buried.” Funerals had 
become perverse. “We could never understand why old women should, 
as they unquestionably do, love to attend funerals, or how anybody 
could be induced, except as a matter of duty, to make a business or 
profession of the handling of corpses.” The only undertaker worth his 
salt was the progressive practitioner interested in helping a family save 
money and curtail needless agonizing, though the author granted that 
traditional grief should not be assailed too frontally. A Harper’s Weekly 
piece echoed these sentiments, with emphasis on minimization and low 
cost: a cheap funeral should be entirely adequate “to satisfy any one 
except those who want really unnecessary display.” The Survey, for its 
part, condemned grasping undertakers. “Nothing less than ghoulish are 
some of the stories of the pressure put upon grief-distracted people to 
honor their dead at excessive expense.” Emphasis, of course, rested on 
economic good sense, but a corollary implication was that sensible 
people would not let themselves be so overcome by emotion as to fall 
prey to the greedy.’ 

Finally, a trickle of articles played up a somewhat different theme of 
modern life, noting the rise of death-defying behavior in auto racing and 
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flying. Thrill seeking here transcended caution, and death receded to the 
background. And just as the new moderns defied the fear of death, so 
should those confronted with the sudden death of an acquaintance 
handle the situation coolly. “The best psychology of life is equally the 
best psychology of death”: be glad to live and gladly die. Even religious 
authors had to agree that nineteenth-century death attitudes had been 
rather “vulgar and morbid,” resulting in funeral practices that were 
often “in bad taste”; they also castigated the “old idea” of grief as heart- 
break.?° 

While death itself received more explicit attention than emotional 
reactions to it, up-to-date authors did comment on grief as well. As the 
Independent noted in 1908, “Probably nothing is sadder in life than the 
thought of all the hours that are spent in grieving over what is past and 
irretrievable.” Time wasted was only part of the problem; loss of control 
was the other: “It is only man [of all the species} that allows his sorrow 
so to overcome him that he spends hours calling up the pictures of past 
happiness which cannot be brought back.” People know this, but their 
grief overwhelms their reason, with the result that they nurse sorrow 
rather than looking for happy distraction. Here was a direct attack on 
Victorian emotionology: grief has no function, its effort to maintain 
contact with the departed being foolish at best, unhealthy at worst. 
Modern ‘“‘psycho-therapeutics” must be invoked to help people escape 
conventional grief, and medical attention was necessary to combat any 
physical causes of “melancholic feelings.” A bit of grief might be tolera- 
ble, but weeks of tears suggested “something morbid, either mental or 
physical.” Women of course were the worst offenders: “When a woman 
cannot rouse herself ... from her grief there is need of the care of the 
physician.” The Independent editorial acknowledged that grief used to 
seem consoling, when a young spouse, for example, mourned the death 
of a partner, but went on to say that a great deal of unscientific nonsense 
used to be written about pining away from grief when often the cause 
was “‘the transmission of the bacillus tuberculosis.” ““This may seem a 
very crude and heartless way to look at such a subject, but it is eminently 
practical and above all has the merit of being satisfactorily therapeutic. 
Nothing is more calculated to arouse people from the poignancy of their 
grief than the realization of a necessity to care for their health.” Thus, 
although grief might always be with us to a degree, Victorian wallowing 
had become ridiculous. Modern medicine suggested that mental and 


154 Dampening the Passions 


physical healing often make grief entirely unnecessary. Even religion 
might be legitimately used, if all else fails, to pull people out of their 
misery. Whatever the remedy, grief “in excess” must be attacked. As the 
editorial concluded, in an orgy of scientifism, grief is a “contradiction in 
the universe, an attempt on the part of a drop in the sea to prevent the 
tidal progress of the ocean of life of which it is so small a part, yet every 
atom of which is meant to serve a wise purpose in all its events.” 2? 

The new view of death and grief was both confirmed and enhanced 
by recommended reactions to the massive slaughter of World War I. 
This event, which might have prompted a return to older notions of the 
comfort and bonding qualities of grief (and doubtless it did, in individual 
cases), in fact served in most public commentary as yet another sign of 
grief’s misplaced, even offensive qualities. The dominant theme empha- 
sized the need to put grief aside—as a British article put it, “to efface as 
far as possible the signs of woe.” While this approach called upon a 
Victorian sense of mastering fear, it added the explicit component of 
downplaying grief in the interests of carrying on, even providing cheerful 
encouragement. The idea of death as routine and unemotional gained 
ground in this approach: “we are beginning to hold [death] in con- 
tempt.” Current Opinion summed up the dominant thought in an essay 
on “the abolition of death,” specifically noting the new revulsion in 
both England and America against Victorian habits, including elaborate, 
mournful funerals. The Literary Digest built on this theme in 1917: 
“Death is so familiar a companion in war-time that a revision of our 
modes of dealing with its immediate presence is pertinent to the relief of 
human anguish.” The old Christian bugaboo, fear of death, must be put 
aside, as even Christian outlets admitted. Funerals should be joyful so 
that they do not distract from the ongoing purposes of life. People who 
still wanted “‘an old-fashioned chamber of horrors show” —the tearful 
funeral— must be brought into line. Referring to some neighbors who 
were resistant to the new approach to grief, the Literary Digest article 
explained, “Some of them protested at first ... but before it was over 
they all took off their hats . . . and let civilization have the right of way.” 
Another journal wanted to use the war to effect permanent improvement 
in the area of emotion, “evolving greater wisdom and good sense in our 
mourning usages.” Grief should, in this revealing argument, become 
embarrassing: “To strive to be as natural as possible at such a time is 
surely the healthy attitude.” Self-control, not excessive sorrow, should 
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predominate, and formal mourning practices, which merely encourage 
grief, must yield accordingly. “Let us have more sweetness—and light— 
in our commemorating of our dear ones.” As another author put it, 
“When you squeeze the pusillanimous eloquence and sentimentality out 
of the most elegant funeral discourse, I doubt if what remains is a 
[fitting] tribute to the essential qualities of a brave man’s character.” 7? 

After the war’s end, American middle-class periodicals continued to 
discuss grief and death for a few years. The theme of the “unexpected 
pleasantness of death according to modern science” briefly recurred. 
Fallen mountain climbers, for example, were cited as reporting that 
agony had not been involved. One essayist ventured, without however 
offering personal testimony, that ‘‘even in cases of death from being torn 
to pieces by wild beasts, physical pain is surprizingly [sic] absent.” 
Doctors continued to attest that fear and pain disappeared when death 
itself approached. A few religious writers returned, as in an Atlantic 
essay of 1922, to a defense of traditional grief and bereavement, arguing 
that modernist dissenters had simply not gone through the experiences 
necessary to be credentialed. Grief, in this view, must not be tampered 
with, for it was essential to ultimate recovery. But the Atlantic also 
published a more characteristic article in 1923 that reflected the fruits of 
what was by now a long transition period from the heyday of Victori- 
anism. Without going into scientific detail, without touting medical 
evidence or the possibility of psychic contacts with the afterlife (a theme 
that had surfaced in the discussions around 1900), Sarah Cleghorn 
discussed her own evolution with regard to grief. Describing her grief 
experiences in childhood, Cleghorn made it clear that the emotion was 
something she had largely outgrown in adulthood as death became more 
familiar, its prospect even pleasurable. Her comment included an attack 
on her upbringing, which was “Victorian in some of the worst sense of 
that word.” She concluded that the emphasis must be on the positive, 
including personal efforts to gain ascendancy over “fruitless recollec- 
tion.” Vigor and the full feeling of life depended on this ability to deal 
with death unencumbered by grief.” 

With this brief postwar flurry, the long debate over how to end 
Victorian approaches to grief and death came to a close. Middle-class 
magazines turned to other topics as the issue of death and its emotional 
environment faded from view. Transitional themes like the attack on 
death as painful largely shut down. Beleaguered defenses of Victorianism 
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also ceased in the mainstream magazines. Even the interest in criticizing 
gouging funeral directors seemed to disappear. Yet the attack on Victo- 
rian concepts of grief had three ongoing results that incorporated the 
new hostility to the emotion more fully in middle-class emotionology. 
First, while discussions of death and grief became far less common, the 
occasional comment reminded the middle-class audience of the accepted 
emotional rules; second, the agreement reached about seeking to reduce 
grief translated into dominant therapeutic emphases; and third, advice to 
parents sought to develop appropriate socialization strategies to remove 
intense grief from childhood. 

The first result was the growing silence itself. Into the later 1950s 
discussions of death and emotional reactions to it seemed out of bounds, 
either not worth pen and ink or too risky to evoke. After this period, by 
the 1960s, observers of American (and European) death culture after 
this began to talk of death as a modern taboo.”* They exaggerated 
slightly, as we will see, but the contrast between the 1890s—World War 
I decades, when active discussion was almost an essayist’s staple, and 
the subsequent cessation of comment was genuinely striking. Either 
editors assumed that their audience had come to terms with appropriate 
attitudes or judged that elaborately evoking the topic was risky precisely 
because the new, upbeat standards were too shakily established to war- 
rant exposure. Whatever the reasons for it, grief now generated wide- 
spread avoidance—and in this respect, though to an unusual extent, it 
joined the other emotional intensities. 

An occasional article renewed the death-as-painless theme along lines 
of scientific refutation of misleading myths. “Medical men assure us that 
the struggle with which life quits the body is not . . . painful to the dying, 
however distressing is may be to the watcher.” The corollary, of course, 
was that grief was not, as it had once been held to be, a reverberation of 
sympathy with the suffering of an expiring person. A 1927 article added 
psychic evidence, noting that communications from beyond the grave 
never stressed pain. A 1950s effort in this genre stressed science more 
strictly, ending with the plea: “Look death in the face. His countenance 
isn’t so terrifying as we are led to believe.” Potshots at the ritualistic 
gobbledygook of traditional funerals still received comment, emphasiz- 
ing among other things the needless emotional pain that these events 
caused the “already anguished family.” ““Why is it that we are able to 
cast off conventions pertaining to every event in modern existence except 
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the burial of the dead?” The author proposed simpler, more rational as 
well as less expensive ceremonies designed to ease emotion rather than 
play on it.” Even Christian Century urged more “natural and happy” 
funeral occasions. The same journal did publish a few laments about the 
inadequacies of modern emotional styles, urging the importance of grief 
in leading to appropriate spirituality. Modernism, in this rendering, 
could be dangerously dry, while modern life offered too little prepara- 
tion for death. “There is safety in grief’s greatness.” Even these com- 
ments, however, did not replicate the Victorian fullness of grief, for they 
recognized that they were going against the predominant culture, and 
they also sought a quick end to grief through religion.2° They were 
distinctive in insisting that grief must occur and in their emphasis on 
spiritual solace, but the Christian popularizers seemed to agree that in 
itself grief was simply painful, to be escaped as quickly as possible. 
Whether modernist or more traditional, however, articles on this subject 
were few and far between. Apparently the topic was generally consid- 
ered best avoided. 

Whether this relative silence reflected a desire to make death taboo, 
however, is debatable. It may instead have followed from a sense among 
the popularizing pundits that the relevant issues were closed, that by 
now everyone knew the new rules. The largest number of articles during 
the late 1920s and the 1930s—and they too were infrequent—suggested 
an assurance that modern Americans were rapidly moving toward ap- 
propriate enlightenment about death and grief. Beatrice Blankenship, 
writing of many family deaths, noted how rarely death intruded on the 
routines of modern life. She criticized ritual remnants such as irrational 
fear of death or disturbing funerals. Death, even a child’s death, while it 
might elicit some grief, should be treated rationally and calmly, even as 
modern people were losing the false certainty of an afterlife. More 
bombastically, Mabel Ulrich wrote in 1934 of the decline of religious 
beliefs and their replacement by scientific curiosity and self-control. 
Only a few backsliders remained: “Is it too far-fetched a hope that to 
these when they have forsaken their wavering misty image of heaven 
there may come a consciousness... . of the amazing relevance of life?” 
“Modern knowledge . . . offers to the intelligent person to-day a concep- 
tion of living which is a positive answer to old death fears.” The Ameri- 
can Mercury proudly boasted that in contrast to emotion-sodden Eu- 
rope, “America Conquers Death.” “Death, which dominates the 
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European’s thought, has been put in its proper place on this side of the 
water.” This article praises modern Americans for triumphing over their 
cultural past, when death once hovered much closer to home. In 1940 
Scholastic acknowledged real grief but urged the possibility of allowing 
life to go on equably even after a death in the immediate family. Dis- 
torting grief, the author argued, usually resulted from some “unpleasant 
and mystifying experience” in connection with death during one’s child- 
hood—another indication that appropriately low levels of grief, like 
other issues in emotion management, depended on up-to-date child 
training.*” 

Even World War II produced little general reconsideration of death 
and grief. A few articles during and after the war suggested that con- 
quered grief could be a goad to constructive action—a new twist that 
did however evoke a more Victorian treatment of emotion. More com- 
monly, magazine articles stressed that death could be faced bravely: “So 
we would have to carry on. He would want us to. There was still work 
to be done in a needy world.” Bitterness and moping ran counter to 
constructive behavior. To be sure, grief must be faced when a loved one 
dies in war, and some Christian commentators used the occasion to 
remind their readers about spiritual solace and even the comfort of 
formal mourning. In general, however, World War II produced less 
comment on appropriate emotional reaction than had World War I— 
another sign that death was being avoided more fully and also that 
cultural rules about constraining grief had circulated more widely. War 
stories and films, for their part, tried to mute the subject by carefully 
arranging to have only peripheral figures die; protagonists might see 
death around them, but they survived to the happy ending. Again, grief 
need not apply. A surprisingly sparse set of popular articles directed at 
war widows or other bereaved women confirmed the stiff-upper-lip 
tone: emotion should not be indulged, and women should plunge into 
war work or volunteerism to keep their minds off their troubles. “Don’t 
wear mourning too long. It expresses no real respect for the dead, and it 
is depressing to the person who wears it and to friends and family who 
see it.” 78 

The second result of the reconsideration of Victorian grief involved 
the dominant therapeutic approach. By the 1920s, partly as a result of 
Freudian influence but partly, as we can now appreciate, because of 
shifts in more general middle-class prescriptions, most therapists dealing 
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with grief moved toward what has been called a “modernist” approach. 
Freud had valued grief as a means of freeing individuals from ties with 
the deceased, but he had made it clear that detachment was the ultimate 
goal and had warned against the stunting that could result if grief were 
not transcended fairly quickly. Later modernists downplayed grief even 
further, viewing it as a form of separation anxiety, an inappropriate or 
dysfunctional attempt to restore proximity. In most instances, of course, 
grief played itself out as mourners gradually abandoned hope that the 
lost person would return; but from the therapeutic perspective there 
was constant danger that a more durable imbalance might form. The 
therapeutic goal, whether outside help was needed or not, was severance 
of bonds with the deceased or departed. Therapy or counseling should 
work toward this process of withdrawal, and those who retained grief 
symptoms must be regarded as maladjusted. By the 1970s even counsel- 
ing with older widows encouraged the development of new identities 
and interests and promoted the cessation of grief and its ties to the 
past.?? “Grief work” meant work against grief and an implicit attack 
on Victorian savoring of this emotional state. Appropriate terms were 
developed for excessive grief—two from the 1960s were “mummifica- 
tion” and “despair.” “Chronic grief syndrome” applied to a situation of 
clinging dependency, most common among women, when a parent or 
spouse died. The idea that grief followed from love was also attacked; 
psychologists argued that in cases of spouse death, grief developed par- 
ticularly strongly when a love-hate tension had existed, grief then pick- 
ing up on a sense of guilt for the hate rather than a nostalgia for the 
love. Mental health meant breaking bonds and avoiding dependency. 
Grief, contradicting both goals, became a target for attack.°° 

Related to the therapeutic approach was the emotional context devel- 
oped by other health professionals for dealing with death. Because of the 
desire to avoid grief and emotional entanglement, doctors and nurses, 
particularly between 1920 and the 1950s, sought to avoid attention 
to imminent death. Nursing handbooks provided short, matter-of-fact 
paragraphs on how to recognize impending death and how to lay out a 
corpse. Both doctors and nurses emphasized concealment of probable 
death from patients lest unacceptable emotions develop (and in order to 
protect medical personnel from emotions of their own). Again, grief 
must be bypassed.*! 

The third area in which the new antigrief regime manifested itself 


160 Dampening the Passions 


from the 1920s onward lay in a more familiar realm—advice to parents 
on how to socialize children. Here, the general aversion to Victorian 
grief was compounded by two factors: the rapid decline in child mortal- 
ity, which made it progressively easier to dissociate childhood from 
traditional concern with death; and the rising anxiety about children’s 
fears. From D. H. Thom in the mid-1920s onward, discussions of chil- 
dren’s fears frequently embraced the subject of death as popularizers 
tried to help parents deal with irrational worries about such fanciful 
prospects as being buried alive. The same new breed of experts warned 
against the common assumption that children developed attention to 
death only after their initial years, and they also cautioned that conven- 
tional Victorian euphemisms, such as the equation between death and 
sleep, actually might increase childish fear. As Sidonie Gruenberg noted, 
‘““They go to sleep’ is one example of a convenient but dangerous 
evasion which could make a child approach bedtime with alarm.” 32 
This new approach to death in the childrearing advice was facilitated by 
the removal of death from the family context, not only because of 
rapidly dropping child mortality rates but also because of removal of 
sick adults to hospitals, grandparents to separate residences, and the 
dead themselves to funeral homes. Further, the decline in adult mourn- 
ing that followed from the attack on Victorian ceremony also made it 
easier to separate children from active comment on death, as did the 
distancing of cemeteries. 

In the new context children’s fears of death provoked complex reac- 
tions among the popularizers. On the one hand, general instructions 
about fear urged frankness, talking things out. On the other hand, adults 
themselves were being urged to keep death at an emotional distance, 
which made it difficult to follow the general line where this particular 
fear was concerned. A clearer conclusion was that traditional Victorian 
approaches would not work. Children should not be widely exposed to 
death ceremonies, and they should not be filled with stories of angels 
and heavenly reunions. Parents’ Magazine cautioned against “conjuring 
up a heaven of angels and harp playing,” for “inevitably the small girl 
or boy will discover that mother and father are not certain about the 
after life. Such a discovery augments the fear of death.” One handbook 
urged parents to emphasize death’s humorous side, while carefully 
avoiding ridicule—a clear effort to desensitize. Other authors suggested 
carefully evasive phrasing so that the child would receive no images that 
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he could easily apply to himself. Referring to a grandparent’s death as 
“all through” might thus be a good idea. “Fear of death arises when the 
child imagines not mother or grandmother, or the bird, but himself 
being covered up with dirt. That much the child can imagine; that much 
is within the child’s observable experience. But if the child gets the idea 
that a dead person is ‘all through,’ the identification of himself with the 
dead person or animal is more difficult.” °° Parents apparently obliged, 
eager to avoid the necessity of dealing with children’s griefs or fears. 
Thus, a 1943 letter to a child described the death of a family member in 
these words: “That door which opens and swings only one way, was 
thrown open for Dr. Tuttle.” ** It is doubtful that this imagery would 
make children stay away from doors or grieve heavily. The entire argu- 
mentation assumed that the Victorians were wrong in thinking that 
children would not be severely touched by grief or might be instructed 
by it. It also assumed that family unity in grief had somehow become 
irrelevant, for reactions to death were now gauged purely in terms of 
their (usually harmful) impact on individual psyches. The whole Victo- 
rian grief context had disappeared as grief became simply another prob- 
lem, though a potentially difficult one, in the emotional raising of 
children. 

Experts urged parents to tell children that most death resulted from 
old age. “If such an explanation is grossly inappropriate,” added Alan 
Fromme, ‘“‘reference may be made to a most unusual illness which none 
of us is likely to get.” This approach clearly enabled avoidance. To be 
sure, when the subject of death could not be avoided and grief did 
emerge, advice givers urged parents to reassure their children—though 
this theme received greatest emphasis before 1920. “To childish grief we 
should give the same loving sympathy that we should give to real grief 
in any other phase of life. It is a mistake to repress tears or sobs which 
arise from such a cause; it is far better to let the child ‘cry it out’ unless 
the current of his thoughts can be turned in another direction.” But 
parents should avoid showing emotion on their own. One of the reasons 
for abandoning mourning and its colors was to help children ignore 
death to the greatest extent possible. When information had to be con- 
veyed, “‘let us give the facts to the child with as little emotion as possi- 
ble.” For older children, factual, scientific information would help sepa- 
rate death from powerful emotion—here was a child-socialization 
variant on the medical modernization approach in adult contexts. Par- 
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ents were advised to tell children about other cultures’ ideas about 
death, and to talk to them about medical data when their understanding 
permitted, but to keep the whole subject dispassionate. Some authorities 
also urged not only dry facts but maximum avoidance. Fromme, for 
example, advising that children be kept away from funerals, wanted to 
prevent any glimpse of intense adult mourning. Death itself should be 
acknowledged quickly, lest children suspect dark secrets, but ceremonies 
as well as emotions might best be removed.°*> 

Grief rules were clearly amalgamating with the new emotional norms 
applied to fear, anger, and jealousy in childhood. Children were seen as 
far more vulnerable than had been the case in the nineteenth century. 
Parents were placed under much greater emotional constraint in dealing 
with children, a particularly novel development where grief was con- 
cerned. Efforts at avoidance ran strong, with ventilation coming in a 
poor second in the overall attempt to shield children from the power 
and pain that grief entailed. Great emphasis was placed on chasing away 
fear and also on appealing to reason. One Parents’ Magazine author 
acknowledged that the power of grief makes it difficult for parents to 
maintain rational control but went on to say that this was precisely why 
the emotion’s power must be combated, for it is necessary to “maintain 
some equilibrium to carry on.” Children need not be “bowed down” 
with grief as are some misguided adults. All fears should be dispelled— 
and this, rather than grief, drew the greatest attention of childrearing 
popularizers during World War II. Again, if parents could keep control 
of themselves and give children cold facts (about the reasons for war, for 
instance), incapacitatingly intense emotions should be avoidable. “If we 
try to bear a certain matter-of-factness in our discussion, ... the child 
.. . will meet many minor death experiences as just one more interesting 
phenomenon.” *° 

Death scenes also began to decline in children’s stories. Killing and, 
particularly in boys’ stories, discoveries of dead bodies occurred more 
frequently than before, but without emotional context. Lingering illness, 
the tragedy of a life plucked too soon—these Victorian staples declined. 
The emotionlessness developed to replace encounters with fear extended 
also to death. Killings were mechanical, discovery of corpses titillating 
but not grief stricken. Jack London’s Buck in The Call of the Wild, to 
take a fairly representative early-twentieth-century example, is unmoved 
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when he finds an arrow-ridden body and a dog thrashing about in death 
agony: “Buck passed around him without stopping.” 37 

As we have seen, adult grief issues were increasingly minimized, 
shrouded in silence, or at most addressed through therapeutic ap- 
proaches directed toward recovery from the emotion as if from a disease. 
The approach recommended for children—keeping them away from 
death or, in fiction, from any emotional overtones associated with 
death—rounded out a consistent picture. After several decades of di- 
verse kinds of attacks on Victorian grief assumptions, middle-class cul- 
ture resolutely worked around grief. The emotion became unpleasant, 
potentially overwhelming, lacking in any positive function. Correspond- 
ingly, the approach to grief increasingly resembled the approach to the 
negative emotions. 

A final sign of the new grief culture emerged, though somewhat 
belatedly, in the etiquette books offered up to a still-eager middle- 
class audience. Emily Post, the leading authority in the interwar period, 
painted an essentially Victorian picture even in 1934, when she repeated 
the wording of a long section on funerals that she had initially written in 
1922. She urged a variety of mourning symbols and ceremonies, includ- 
ing “hanging the bell” outside a home, and stressed the importance of 
punctiliousness precisely because emotional reactions to death ran so 
high. Her main advice was that readers should acknowledge the intensity 
of grief and respect its varied courses, expressing active sympathy when 
the afflicted sought company but also respecting their privacy. Grief had 
no sweetness in this portrayal, but its vigor was viewed as inevitable. 
Constraint applied only to those dealing with the mourners, who needed 
to put selfish interests behind them in the interest of providing comfort 
and calm. “All over-emotional people .. . should be banned absolutely” 
from grief situations. Emily Post attacked overelaborate funerals— 
though allowing that they were appropriate for those who found solace 
in them—but she noted that while formal mourning was in partial 
decline, it could actually serve as a protection against real sorrow. 
Etiquette, in sum, lagged behind other areas of emotional culture when 
it came to reactions to death, in part because recommendations were less 
frequently reworded, in part because advisers assumed that polite form 
and continuity with past practices were intertwined.°® 

But even in this area change did occur, and it confirmed the earlier 
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shifts apparent in popular magazines and childrearing literature. By 
1952, when Amy Vanderbilt issued her etiquette book, the major signals 
were quite different, although, etiquette being etiquette, there were still 
forms to observe. Business matters now received as much attention as 
ceremonies, for the first job of the bereaved was to check on wills, bank 
accounts, and medical formalities. Not only funerals but also mourning 
had become far more simple— Vanderbilt praised the decline of mourn- 
ing costumes—and these trends were good because they so lightened 
the emotional mood. Some bereaved individuals could even express 
happiness, and this was a positive sign. Friends of the bereaved should 
still express sympathy, of course, but they should be far more careful 
than before not to encourage grief itself. “It is better to avoid the 
words ‘died,’ ‘death,’ and ‘killed’ in such [condolence] letters. It is quite 
possible to write the kind of letter that will give a moment of courage 
and a strong feeling of sympathy without mentioning death or sadness 
at all.” Most revealing was the advice to the afflicted themselves, who 
now had an obligation to control themselves. Whereas Emily Post had 
readily allowed the emotion to overcome all rational or altruistic capac- 
ity for a time, not so Amy Vanderbilt and her peers in the 1950s. Grief 
simply must not be intense. “We are developing a more positive social 
attitude toward others, who might find it difficult to function well in the 
constant company of an outwardly mourning person.” >? Whatever went 
on inside should be kept firmly under wraps. Vanderbilt went on to 
note, in recognition of the more general culture, that wartime had taught 
people to restrain their grief because it damaged morale and gave com- 
fort to the enemy. With this, the focus of etiquette shifted largely from 
appropriate sorrow and condolence to emphasis on restraint and an 
upbeat mood. Substantial grief had lost its validity in this most conven- 
tional and change-resistant of popular advice sectors. 


Love 


The most striking sign of change in emotional culture involved the new 
cautions applied to love, the key positive emotional virtue in the Victo- 
rian pantheon. Unlike grief or guilt, love was not rejected, and therefore 
analysis of its reconsideration must acknowledge considerable subtlety 
and some continuity. It did not become a negative emotion, but new 
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constraints and redefinitions revised Victorian standards considerably, 
with decline in intensity being the central ingredient in the overall shift. 

Love remained decidedly positive, one of the really helpful and pleas- 
ant emotions if properly managed. Caution applied to exaggeration and 
excess, not to affection itself, and lack of affection was unquestionably 
at least as dangerous as overabundance. Amid considerable debate, how- 
ever, love lost its Victorian qualities. Its centrality was disputed, its 
automatic beneficence was questioned, and new dangers were associated 
with it. Its soaring qualities yielded to prosaic emotional adjustments 
and compatibilities. Even when love was urged and praised, then, the 
Victorian aura had vanished. 


Motherlove. Victorian motherlove died in American emotionology dur- 
ing the 1920s and 1930s. Given that maternal affection had served as an 
emotional wellspring in the nineteenth century, the shift away from 
reliance on motherlove clearly indicated that emotional culture was 
changing dramatically. 

Preparation for reassessments of motherlove surfaced around 1900. 
Middle-class women’s magazines began running a series of articles on 
the new tensions between mothers and daughters that were arising as 
young women were exposed (or so wrote the editors) to opportunities 
that their mothers simply could not appreciate. ““The mothers of these 
modern girls are very much like hens that have hatched out ducks.” In 
this new context essays and editorials began lamenting the serious prob- 
lems that inevitably developed in mother-daughter relationships and 
usually blamed mothers for not understanding their daughters’ new 
needs. In this new genre mothers were assumed to be unsympathetic to 
modern aspirations and, as a result, overly critical, driving away their 
daughters’ confidence by nagging and carping. At the same time, some- 
what ironically, mothers were castigated for being overpermissive, fail- 
ing to instill necessary discipline. 

None of these articles directly addressed the issue of emotion, but 
they strongly implied that whatever the qualities of maternal affection 
might be, it was no longer adequate to the task. Conflict, not love, 
seemed to pervade this basic family link, and the primary fault lay 
with mothers. “The unnatural burden of filial obligations and scruples 
imposed by some mothers is the prime factor of the secret antagonism 
existing between them,” claimed one magazine in 1901. Advice manuals 
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began counseling mothers to adopt specific strategies to keep their 
daughters’ confidence, again suggesting that love itself was insufficient. 
While the mother-daughter bond should be the tightest of all, wrote 
Gabrielle Jackson in 1905, it could misfire—and if it did, “it is ... 
mother’s fault.” A basic need was for mothers not only to keep pace 
with their daughters’ interests but also to relax control and emotional 
demands in order to grant independence. Again, love was not directly 
addressed in this discussion, but its potential excesses lurked in the 
background.*° 

Feminists added a second note to the new questioning of maternal 
adequacy. Charlotte Perkins Gilman sounded characteristic warnings in 
1903. “The mother-love concept suffers ... from its limitations,” she 
wrote. It restricted women to an unduly narrow field of action, and 
while maternal nurturance could serve society, in Gilman’s view it was 
misplaced in the home itself. According to Gilman (herself alienated 
from her daughter), trained professionals could take care of children 
better. “That the care and education of children have developed at all,” 
she argued, “is due to the intelligent efforts of doctors, nurses, teachers, 
and such few parents as choose to exercise their human brains instead of 
brute instincts.” The very fact that many mothers manifested fear of 
competing caregivers revealed the flimsiness of their emotional base: 
“The terror of the mother lest her child should love some other person 
better than herself shows that she is afraid of comparison.” 4 

Nonetheless, great praise for motherlove did persist. Conservative 
writers urged the intensity of motherlove for parent and child alike. 
Aline Hoffman argued that “our lot, our principal office is, then, mater- 
nity ... motherhood is the paramount duty of woman.” James Fernald 
added that unless they were poor, daughters should stay at home until 
marriage in order to solidify the emotional bond ‘‘and help the dear 
mother who cared so tenderly for [them] in the weary loving years gone 
by.” Scientists added their mite. G. Stanley Hall, criticizing what he saw 
as a growing career emphasis, insisted on the primacy of maternal 
affection for adult and child alike. As in other areas, Hall built Victorian 
emotional assumptions into his purportedly empirical psychology. The 
woman who did not concentrate on motherlove was the “‘very apotheo- 
sis of selfishness from the standpoint of every biological ethic,” losing 
among other things her “mammary functions” and leaving “love of the 
child itself defective and maimed.” The resultant lack of full affection in 
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turn appeared “in the abnormal or especially incomplete development of 
her offspring,” even more in adolescence than in childhood itself. As late 
as 1925, Dr. S. Josephine Baker argued for the fundamental importance 
of maternal love in formulating the character of the child.42 

This implicit debate about motherlove between advocates of Victori- 
anism and the new feminists and self-styled modernists turned into a 
more systematic rejection of Victorian assumptions during the 1920s. 
Disagreement continued as popularizers sought to find a proper defini- 
tion of affection, but virtually none remained to argue for the Victorian 
definition of boundlessly good, sacrificial maternal love itself. 

Fiction for boys now omitted mother. The theme of mother as a 
virtually religious talisman, a beacon guiding boys back to morality and 
domestic bliss, had vanished by the 1920s. Mothers might be heroic, as 
in the Matchlock Gun of 1925, or they might be nagging nuisances, or 
they might be virtually absent, as in the Hardy boys mystery series, 
where father Fenton Hardy played a bit part because he at least had an 
interesting job but where mother was rarely referred to at all. Mothers 
might play a number of roles, but they were no longer emotional light- 
houses.*3 

Building on earlier feminism, a new group of experts attacked mater- 
nal emotionalism as a basis for women’s work or social service. Scientific 
training, not motherlove, should guide social workers and nurses in a 
new, genderless professionalism. In 1921 a woman social worker wrote 
of dealing with problems of unwed mothers: “Success is achieved in 
inverse ratio to the degree of emotion involved.” ** Objective science, 
not maternal love, must serve as the guide. “It is high time that we 
seriously consider facts, not fictitious heart throbs.” * Social work must 
be removed from the field of emotional action; “‘sentimental or perhaps 
even morbid motives” must be banned. Not only in social work but also 
in medicine the idea that women brought special qualities to bear 
through their actual or potential fund of motherlove declined in the face 
of this science-based professionalism. The prestige of motherlove, its 
role as emotional anchor, declined in the process. The terms “maudlin 
sentimentality” and “philanthropic hysteria” were now used—by pro- 
fessional women—to describe maternalism in the public sphere. Not 
only lack of a “‘thorough-going scientific effort” but also love’s “super- 
heated” qualities called it into question.*° 

Most important, motherlove was rendered newly problematic within 
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the family itself in advice literature and other commentary on childrear- 
ing. A series of authors hammered home the point that mothers fre- 
quently made mistakes; their love did not necessarily guide them accu- 
rately. This was not an entirely novel claim, for nineteenth-century 
authors, while often honoring maternal emotion, had cheerfully pointed 
out the need for external advice in the physical care of children. Now, 
however, this need also applied to emotional and moral guidance. In 
1927 Dr. Smiley Blanton cited case after case in which mothers had 
disciplined their children improperly. Children’s natural impulses, in- 
deed, were likely to be more constructive than those of many mothers, 
whose reactions Blanton frequently castigated as “unjustifiable.” Blan- 
ton took fathers to task as well, but he more commonly noted parental 
combinations in which both parties were at fault, and he applied the 
worst strictures to mothers themselves. “There are many women who 
... have the inborn knack of managing children, who seem to under- 
stand them, and have a feeling for them. ... There are other women, 
often very fond of children, who are conspicuously lacking in this 
power.” The average mother, between the extremes, needed training and 
expert advice, for whatever her emotional disposition, love alone would 
simply not suffice.* 

Motherlove, finally, could easily run “out of control.” A growing 
body of childrearing literature in the 1920s and 1930s argued that 
mothers were too prone to overreaction, with the consequences of their 
unrestrained passions harming boys and girls alike. O’Shea put the 
problem this way in 1920: “While nature has thus widely endowed the 
mother with all-embracing love for her children, it would have been 
better if nature had equipped the mother so that she could control her 
affection by her reason when her children need social training.” 48 Or as 
Gilbreth put it eight years later: “It is too bad that freedom of expres- 
sion, so admirable, perhaps, for one member of the family, may at the 
same time be so disastrous in its effects on another. Motherlove, for 
example. Some sort of control is indicated, unless the technique of 
sublimation has been well developed.” Most notoriously, Watson di- 
rectly attacked mothers’ cloying affections in his chapter on “The Dan- 
gers of Too Much Mother Love.” Mother became too dependent on her 
children’s affection, wrote Watson, particularly in the modern world 
with husbands away at work. “Her heart is full of love which she must 
express in some way. She expresses it by showering love and kisses” 
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upon hapless children, threatening their independence and mental health 
in the process, transforming a healthy child into a whining, dependent 
““Mother’s boy.” “Mother love is a dangerous instrument,” for overcod- 
dled children would be particularly incapacitated in marriage because of 
the sexually inspired love they had received from their mothers. The 
ideal child, in turn, was emotionally autonomous almost from birth— 
“relatively independent of the family situation’ —and sexually well ad- 
justed. Few popularizers went to Watsonian extremes, particularly in 
arguing against physical contact with the child, but many joined the 
master in warning against maternal excess. “There is a whole class of 
gushy, emotional parents who are always protesting their love by words 
and embraces and by excessive fussiness about health and safety. ... 
Their egotism, their fears and anxieties, and their own lack of self- 
control are also apparent in a thousand ways.” 4? 

In these formulations motherlove verged toward becoming a negative 
emotion outright. It shared with those emotions the qualities of harming 
others, of befouling them through excess, and it required the same kind 
of self-control. To be sure, Victorians had urged mothers to keep their 
love under partial wraps and to emphasize self-sacrifice, but they had 
assumed an abundance of passion. In the new culture rationality might 
be preferable to even the most positive maternal emotions. 

Love remained essential, however, and childrearing advice did not 
become entirely consistent on this subject. Guidance to parents in deal- 
ing with children’s jealousy or fear stressed the importance of emotional 
reassurance and abiding love. Some authorities attempted to reconcile 
motherlove and maternal self-control by distinguishing among stages of 
childhood. Ernest and Gladys Groves, for example, argued that with 
babies “unstinted personal affection” is vital: “The little baby cannot be 
loved too much.” In the first few months parents were to let the emo- 
tions show fully—to “make the most of their opportunity to fill the little 
life with love.” While essential, however, this was a brief phase; thereaf- 
ter, love became at least as much a danger as a blessing. After infancy 
“the parents have to guard against smothering the child’s developing 
tendencies in a too vehement love, and thus preventing his ever attaining 
independence.” °° Further, the Groveses’ approach, though retaining an 
element of motherlove, treated intense love in a manner similar to that 
in which many other twentieth-century emotions were treated, as an 
emblem of immaturity. Untrammeled love was fine for babies but should 
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be grown out of. These guidelines had the potential to make not only 
passionate motherlove but also undue intensity in love of all sorts an 
embarrassing reminder of infancy. 

During the 1930s researchers developed the basis for a somewhat 
more positive approach to mothers. The British psychoanalyst Winni- 
cott, for example, argued for a concept of “good enough mothering,” 
assuring women that most of them could summon up enough affection 
to get their job done. The concept affirmed the importance of maternal 
competency and acknowledged an emotional component, but it hardly 
revived Victorian awe at the powers of motherlove; indeed, it seemed 
consciously to admit the loss of this culture and to compensate by 
accepting a much more moderate, even prosaic emotional base as ade- 
quate.°! 

From this make-do approach, in turn, beginning with Dr. Spock in 
1945, childrearing manuals became a bit more consistently supportive 
of parental love, urging mothers in particular to have confidence in their 
emotions. The message reflected the pervasive concern about excess but 
confirmed babies’ need for “gentle and loving” treatment. “Children 
need to have family affection, loyalty, and love behind them in order 
that they may grow into self-sustaining, self-respecting persons.” While 
acknowledging love, this new tone reflected the distance from real Victo- 
rianism. Fathers were included with mothers with regard to parental 
emotion; there was nothing very special about maternalism. “Affection” 
increasingly replaced “love” as the principal noun, and references to 
affection were frequently combined with injunctions about common 
sense, harmony, and other virtues—the emotion itself was not singled 
out, nor was it considered transcendent. As an adoption book noted, “A 
confident, serene love is what he [the adoptive child] needs and what 
you will give him. Not suffocating love, not blind, sacrificial love that 
wipes out your own identity.” °? 

Thus, despite a bit more support for motherlove after the 1940s, the 
cautions persisted in full force—though now they could be mentioned 
only in passing because the basic standards seemed so well established. 
Thus the mother and child relationship was “often too intense and 
precarious,” according to a 1952 manual. Or according to a 1970 book, 
echoing Watson, “Mothers, particularly, rely heavily on their children 
to give them satisfactions and pleasures that more appropriately should 
come from the marriage relationship.”°> Under “Emotional Growing 
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Pains” Sidonie Gruenberg reminded parents of the need for increasing 
emotional independence, which in turn involved separation from paren- 
tal love: “Our small isolated family units are likely to get overcharged 
emotionally, and we do have to bring outside interests and other friends 
into our lives to help balance things.” A dependent child would be 
incapacitated, going through life seeking only gratification of appetite: 
“We need no amplification of this point to see how seriously handi- 
capped in life such a child is. Another child may grow to regard the 
hothouse atmosphere of too much love as stifling to his urges toward 
independence,” and might grow up to feel that “any evidence of love is 
dangerous to individual freedom.” *4 

The basic message persisted, from the interwar decades onward. Love 
was necessary to a point, but it could be abused. Intensity must be 
avoided. “We must recognize in this connection a fundamental principle 
in child care: Excessive stimulation of any emotion in childhood should 
be avoided, whether the emotion be one of fear, anger, grief, exhilara- 
tion, or love.”’>> Placidity must conquer fervor, even when the emotion 
was seemingly pleasant. 


Romantic Love. The death of Victorian-style motherlove in some senses 
encouraged new emphasis on spousal love. Many advice writers, includ- 
ing Watson, urged healthy parents to express their love for each other, 
thus automatically curbing the risk of emotionally overwhelming their 
child. From this it could be argued that marital love was unique, permit- 
ting no real excess. Letters were cited in marriage manuals that, while 
not exactly Victorian-type outpourings, suggested boundless enthusiasm. 
“Dearest of my heart: Lover I do love you so very much. Honey dear I 
just love, love, love you more and more all the time. Bless your heart 
you are just too dear for words to utter. Darling ‘Daddy’ I do love you 
more and more every second of the day. Pll sure kiss you to death 
sweetie when you do come [home]. Advice manuals in the 1930s 
offered formulas for advancing spousal love. One argued that both 
spouses should not only actively but also publicly express love, should 
“figuratively —sing it, dance it, look it, and live it.” %6 In no sense, then, 
did love die, and there was undeniable continuity with Victorian love 
standards. Nevertheless, the Victorian version of romantic love was 
redefined in three related senses. First, the centrality of spirituality was 
replaced by the superordinate centrality of sex. Second, the emotion’s 
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threat to rational calculation received new emphasis. And third, the very 
importance of intense love was directly disputed. Even more than with 
motherlove, some positive valuation persisted. Almost everyone agreed 
that spousal love of some sort was good, but what kind of love, and 
under what restraints became basic questions in a variety of popular 
outlets as Victorian agreement on a soaring, ethereal passion disap- 
peared. 

Signs of the new culture began to emerge, though tentatively, in the 
1920s. Early symptoms of it were attached to the same kind of self- 
conscious “modernism” that had attacked conventions of grief and jeal- 
ousy, and like other branches of modernism, the new view of love 
emerged on both sides of the Atlantic. The British Mrs. Havelock Ellis 
wrote in 1921, for example: “If monogamy is to be the relationship of 
the future, it will have to widen its doors, subjugate its jealousies, and 
accept many modern devices for spiritualizing physical passion.” While 
the last reference had a Victorian ring, along with more than a little 
obscurity, Ellis’s work on the whole argued for a love that would be 
decidedly nonexclusive, permitting a variety of relationships, and that 
would focus fairly frankly on sexual compatibility. Her work, and that 
of American pamphleteers on modern marriage like Judge Ben Lindsay, 
bypassed an array of Victorian conventions, most notably the references 
to ethereal spirituality. Again, unacknowledged links to Victorianism 
persisted: Lindsay thus wrote of “that free and spontaneous intensity so 
necessary to love.” But the effort to equate love with religious heights 
was obviously anathema to the new modernists, as was any attempt to 
speak of love as the spiritual merger of two souls into one—hence the 
attacks on jealous exclusiveness.>’ 

Modernist views on love won some currency in middle-class maga- 
zines, if only because of their shock value. The initial books themselves, 
particularly those by intellectuals like Mrs. Ellis, had a more limited 
audience. Nevertheless, an audience open to new kinds of advice about 
love and marriage was developing, and as we will see in a later chapter, 
behavior changes during the 1920s suggest that standards were changing 
in directions not totally dissimilar from those recommended by the 
modernists. Without question, growing emphasis on the validity and 
importance of sexual satisfaction increasingly entered middle-class pub- 
lic culture during this decade, when various kinds of sexual advice 
columns became available. Judge Lindsay confidently wrote, “I believe 
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that I have enough evidence to justify the conclusion not that this change 
in our sexual mores [toward greater expressiveness and openness] is 
going to take place at some time in the future, but that it has already 
taken place and is developing and crystallizing into a tacitly recognized 
and increasingly tolerated code.” Marital advice books began to make 
sex the centerpiece of marriage, finding sexual maladjustments basic 
to virtually every imaginable tension between spouses. While the new 
emphasis on sexual compatibility did not directly attack earlier ideals of 
love— Margaret Sanger, for instance, cautiously stressed a “true union” 
of souls as part of any sexual contact—it inevitably displaced spiritual 
concerns in favor of physical expression.°® Femininity, correspondingly, 
was increasingly redefined in terms of sexuality. Here was a key factor 
in the reduction of attention to motherlove: women were now judged by 
different contributions to family, and motherlove was itself seen as 
potentially inimical to sexual adjustment. But while sexuality brought 
new importance to the relationship between spouses, it worked also to 
redefine love and to downplay the spiritualized passion that love had 
once, in principle, embodied. The sexual emphasis also tended, if only 
implicitly, to highlight the rewards an individual should get from a 
relationship rather than the higher unity of the relationship itself. 

Elements of the evolution in the fundamental meaning of love ap- 
peared in language. In the nineteenth century the word “lover” em- 
braced some ambiguity in that it could refer to sexual liaison, but the 
predominant definition was a man who had a special sentiment for a 
woman. “One who loves; one who has a tender affection, particularly 
for a female,” was Noah Webster’s phrasing. This meaning did not 
vanish, but by the 1880s the word began to take on more specific 
courtship connotations, as with the rise in lovers’-lane references. And 
between the 1920s and the 1950s the full about-face occurred, as the 
word came to connote sexual content and little else. “Lover” came to 
signify what nineteenth-century dictionaries had more coyly referred to 
as “paramour,” and two lovers, whatever their emotional ties with one 
another, were physically linked first and foremost.°? 

By the end of the 1920s, shifts in attitudes toward love yielded two 
specific directions, both of them in open conflict with Victorian delight 
in spiritual intensity. The first direction involved the emergence of a new 
male culture bent on freeing its charges from the shackles of emotional 
involvement in favor of more diverse material interests, sexuality in- 


174 Dampening the Passions 


cluded. The second direction, applicable to both genders, yielded from 
1927 onward a new, “scientific” current of marriage advice that was 
eager to supplant the vagaries of love with more concrete, less emotional 
calculations of long-term compatibility. 

An explicit definition of masculinity that was at once snobbishly 
middle-class and vigorously anti-Victorian surrounded the establishment 
of Esquire magazine in 1933. The magazine’s founder, Arnold Gingrich, 
combined claims to innovation with appeals to a male audience in 
explaining Esquire’s purpose: “‘It is our belief, in offering Esquire to the 
American male, that we are only getting around at last to a job that 
should have been done a long time ago—that of giving the masculine 
reader a break. The general magazines, in the mad scramble to increase 
the woman readership that seems to be highly prized by national adver- 
tisers, have bent over backwards in catering to the special interests and 
tastes of the feminine audience.” £ Esquire quickly won a substantial 
readership, boasting 180,000 subscribers within half a year, a quarter- 
million by 1935, and 750,000 by 1941. Counting newsstand purchases, 
a 1936 survey estimated over 4.5 million readers, extending from the 
initial upper-middle-class audience to a more general middle-class audi- 
ence and including some women as well as men. The 1936 survey 
revealed a solidly middle-class readership, featuring people who had at 
least attended college and were eager to keep up with the latest styles 
and standards. 

Esquire paid a great deal of attention to love motifs during its initial 
years of publication. During 1934, for example, twenty-seven short 
stories involved love topics, with such titles as “Forgive Me, Irene,” 
“On the Rebound,” “All My Love,” and “Have a Rosebud.” The pace 
slackened a bit in 1935 with eighteen stories and articles on love, but 
this rate was sustained through the bulk of the decade. 

In virtually all its presentations on love Esquire emphasized revision- 
ism. Editorial policy, attacking Victorian love ideals for men, stated that 
“this is a man’s magazine, it isn’t edited for the junior miss. It isn’t 
dedicated to the dissemination of sweetness and light.” Esquire trum- 
peted the idea of a “New Love,” picking up on the more general themes 
of the previous decade and explicitly countering the etherealized and 
spiritual definition of love that had been urged on Victorian men.°! 

Esquire placed its attacks on love traditions in a venomously misogy- 
nist context, which is itself a fascinating shift away from official Victo- 
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rian sanctification of women in discussions of love. Articles during the 
1930s blasted women’s lack of creativity—women were “created to be 
helpers” —and their emphasis on instinct over reason. “Feelings, not 
principles, regulate the typical woman’s life.” This chauvinism was all 
the more alarming given women’s steady march into men’s domains— 
one of the clearest nightmares for Esquire’s writers. “After taking over 
the bars and the barbershops, women elbow into the sports pages.” “It 
may be, indeed, that a gradual and complete shifting of the recognized 
fields of the sexes is taking place. If this is so, and much current evidence 
points to it, I am glad that I am an old, bitter man, with not much 
time remaining.” Pushy, oversexed, and irrational, women had become 
the enemy. 

It was not surprising, in this context, that love required reconsidera- 
tion, which is why the early years of the magazine featured such pro- 
longed attention to the topic. In this first phase, marked by the explicit 
campaign against Victorianism, the contours of the new love were most 
directly delineated in articles by marriage experts, though similar notions 
found in the magazine’s many relevant short stories may have sunk 
deeper roots. The popularizing experts and most of the fiction writers 
spoke with a consistent voice, extending the pioneering notions of the 
1920s while also translating them into an aggressive masculine voice. 

In 1934 Henry Morton Robinson launched Esquire’s new emotional 
foray with an article on the “Brave New Love.” Robinson, a former 
Columbia University professor and board member for Reader’s Digest, 
saw himself in the front line of a new “rebellion” ‘“‘in the lives of those 
persons who most easily and naturally reflect the genius of the time, a 
brilliant experimental use of the new love.” Robinson castigated older 
love ideals, with their assumptions that “‘a pair of passion-oozing souls 
could merge into a mystical unity” as “a dream conceived in fallacy and 
proposed by childish desires’”—an interesting echo of the more general 
campaign to infantilize strong emotion. The new love had no illusions, 
being “an adult emotion without that annoying fuzz of pubic hair on its 
handsome cleft chin.” Women might seek the old romance still, but men 
needed an alternative to the “‘childish myth” that would weaken them in 
the face of voracious females while causing needless emotional suf- 
fering. 

A more positive definition of the new love emerged in a 1936 article. 
Its author repeated the denunciations of older romantic ideals and em- 
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phasized rational, cooperative arrangements between men and women. 
Soaring ideals and spirituality were largely absent, but so were the earlier 
put-downs of women. “Love” became a summary word for practical 
accommodations that could allow a couple to live together harmoni- 
ously, sharing various interests, including sexuality. Companionship, not 
emotional intensity, was the goal.® 

Esquire’s short stories, with their frequent treatment of love themes, 
drove home the same points, with rare exceptions. A 1936 story implic- 
itly captured the transition in standards. “Sleepless Night’ depicted a 
husband in bed with his slumbering wife: 


She rested motionless and it seemed to the young man that her light breath, the 
faint perfume rising from her hair, the dimly illuminated outline of her slim 
body, entered into the design; the harmony of this night was its essence, refined 
and alive. He felt a renewed surge of love and softly bent to kiss the white 
forehead. 


However, as the night wears on, the circulation in his arm is cut off, 
and he grows uncomfortable with his wife’s position. His resentment 
also grows: 


Women, with their ill-timed joys and superficial sadness, never kept the promises 
given by their eyes. Even the capture they yielded was transitory; after a while, 
it had a taste of corruption and death. 


When morning comes, the husband keeps silent about his thoughts, 
eager to avoid trouble. Clearly, deep love has been evoked and rejected 
as the man’s emotional outlook has matured during the night. Accom- 
modation, not misleading passion, is the only realistic hope.© 

Other stories demonstrated the futility or irrelevance of romantic 
commitment. Plots featured in 1934 and 1935 dealt with partners who 
differed greatly in their approach to romance. In one, a woman urges 
her man to be more romantic rather than seeking conquest without love. 
The man responds, “one must be hard. In love, he who does not devour, 
is devoured. All the same, it must be a relief, now and then, to give in, 
to be the weak one, to seek one’s happiness in someone else’s happi- 
ness.” In fact, the man does try a more tender approach, only to have 
the woman leave him because she prefers “a man who compels one to 
make sacrifices.” “Second Honeymoon” involved another unromantic 
husband who tries to manifest more sentiment under his wife’s prompt- 
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ing—but she too leaves, in this case because he is not in step with the 
New Love that everyone is urging.®° 

Finally, a number of stories treated sexual prowess as a mature alter- 
native to love. A 1938 plot focused on men in college who are initially 
naive but gain in sophistication as their emotional vulnerability yields to 
sexual confidence. Another story featured a husband who takes a mis- 
tress with his wife’s approval—though in this case the man suffers from 
the mistress’s desire for no-strings sex.°’ 

Esquire treated love as a prominent theme during the 1930s, arguing 
against emotional intensity for mature men and offering graphic exam- 
ples of how often emotional risks backfire. There were no happy endings 
in which transcendent love is confirmed. The frequency of the motif 
suggested real audience interest as a complicated cultural transition 
was underway. 

With World War II, however, the inkwell dried up, never, in Esquire’s 
pages, to be refilled. Tacitly, the magazine seems to have decided both 
that other issues had become more pressing for men and that the new 
culture was sufficiently understood that it need not be belabored further. 
Esquire turned to war reportage, and its stories dealt with adventure, 
mystery, sports, and western themes. The love interest, which had al- 
ready begun to decline in the later 1930s, vanished entirely. Aside from 
war reporting, feature sections emphasized travel and leisure. Extensive 
pictorial essays highlighted Hollywood starlets and “Varga” girls, often 
with captions suggesting that these women sought sex without romance. 
The same theme of emotionally neutral sex surfaced in coverage of trips 
by entertainers for troops overseas. Esquire was turning, in effect, to the 
approach toward women and sexuality that would be more extensively 
taken up late in the 1950s by Playboy: emotional love need not apply. 

After the war’s end, Esquire’s new tone persisted. In 1950 the maga- 
zine announced a new philosophy, pledging firmer devotion to men’s 
real interests. These included travel, automobiles, and fashion, with little 
attention to women and none to love. Sex, cars, vacations, and jazz held 
center stage as consumerism and adventure fantasies displaced romance 
of any sort. In a rare exception, a 1952 article by a woman cited men’s 
complaints that women had become too career minded and sexually 
explicit; the author noted that these changes were the results of male 
prodding, saying that if women had become less domestic, more ‘‘sophis- 
ticated, undraped and immodest,” men had only themselves to blame. 
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Amid these trends, to move on to a discussion of love might have seemed 
downright banal.®° 

As Esquire and then Playboy moved ever further away from romantic 
themes, mainstream marriage advice, disseminated to middle-class 
American women as well as men, took its own aim at Victorian stan- 
dards of love. Less bombastic than Esquire’s masculinists, the growing 
ranks of up-to-date popular authorities were just as critical of intense 
love and sought alternate bases for durable mating. The 1927 formation 
of the marriage education movement, begun at the University of North 
Carolina, suggested a new union between presumably scientific experts 
in the field, who were eager to apply objective knowledge to the myths 
of the past, and a growing audience of middle-class youth, who sought 
appropriate modern standards in a relationship that had become less 
certain than in the past. Over the next twenty-five years hundreds of 
thousands of students were exposed to marriage education courses, and 
an even larger number of readers were exposed to popular articles by 
experts like Ernest Groves and Paul Popenoe in the pages of leading 
outlets like the Ladies Home Journal. A 1937 American Magazine article 
on marriage education drew thousands of letters in response, while a 
1955 poll found that the majority of American women believed that a 
marriage course and/or serious reading were the best bases for a success- 
ful marriage. Pamphlets by authorities like Popenoe, with such titles as 
“How Do You Know It’s Love” and “How to Get Him to Propose,” 
supplemented the courses and the magazine fare. Clearly, advice on 
love-related issues during these decades reached an exceptionally eager 
middle-class audience.®? 

The basis for the new wisdom rested on a combination of science and 
functionalism. As in so many aspects of emotional culture during the 
interwar decades, science was deliberately contrasted with sentiment. 
Couples planning marriage should consult scientifically determined crite- 
ria of compatibility, which would allow decisions to be made with “‘less 
emotion, strain, and regret than would otherwise be the case” because 
the people involved would be guided by “Science.” ’° The functionalist 
goal emphasized the necessity of day-to-day adjustments, so that people, 
having chosen mates according to the best knowledge about such factors 
as religious preference, sexuality, and personality style, could cohabit 
durably and pleasantly. Soaring flights of passion were not part of this 
game plan. 
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The importance of love was granted. One authority, Ernest Burgess, 
scrawled in hand on the back of one of his marriage prediction charts, 
otherwise filled with scientific calculation of compatibility, “Once they 
are in love.”’’”! But the love envisioned was a companionable affection, 
not an intense experience. Further, in order to preserve this distinction, 
love must also be surrounded by cautions. Excessive expectations were 
at least as dangerous as lack of attraction. As early as 1926, Burgess 
argued that new trends, particularly women’s growing independence, 
were beginning to destroy old romantic ideals and that this was a good 
thing because romance provided a poor basis for marriage. Burgess then 
introduced the companionship motif that was to become a staple of 
marriage advice literature during the 1930s and 1940s. The aim of the 
compatibility tests was to determine shared interests and values; not 
transcendent love or a merger of souls. A well-matched couple would 
agree about standards of childrearing and would share a number of 
leisure interests. They should be affectionate, but more transcendent 
feelings of love were irrelevant. In fact, youth must be warned to place 
head over heart in making decisions about marriage. Emotional and 
sexual attractions might overcome sensible, functional decisions and 
lead to grotesque mistakes—as the growing divorce rate seemed abun- 
dantly to testify. Here, as in other emotional fields, sensible, rational 
restraint would keep emotion in bounds, allowing it to support choices 
made largely on nonemotional grounds. Real love, indeed, involved 
building on shared interests and distinguishing compatibility from the 
misleading snares of transient passion. ”* 

After marriage, emotion continued to play only a supporting role in 
the judgment of the new breed of experts. Few discordant couples were 
seen as suffering from lack of appropriate love. Rather, they were almost 
certain to be experiencing sexual problems, for sex became the touch- 
stone of marital success. Sex before marriage involved anticipation but 
not participation, for the experts remained resolutely conventional in 
this area. But once marriage was launched, sex became the key to the 
kingdom. No amount of love could overcome sexual maladjustment, 
and, correspondingly, successful sex had almost nothing to do with 
emotional concomitants. The barriers to successful sex involved false 
information and inhibitions—including, of course, problems inherited 
from childhood such as the remnants of excessive motherlove. The cures, 
correspondingly, must emphasize accurate information and mechanical 
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arrangements. Love was no longer centrally involved. Pamphlet after 
pamphlet drummed home the primacy of sex in determining the fate of 
a marriage, and love as a separate emotional entity virtually disappeared 
from view. The theme was launched clearly in the advice literature of 
the 1920s: love was by nature sexual, and where problems arose, the 
physical aspect predominated. “Sex is the foundation of marriage. Yet 
most married people do not know the ABC of sex.” “Sex is . . . the most 
perfect way of showing love.” “When sex deserts the bed, love flies out 
the window. With the breakdown of the sexual relationships comes a 
corresponding breakdown in every other aspect of love.” ’? Developing 
and maintaining sexual excitement was seen as so fundamental to love 
that any independent definition of the emotion became irrelevant. 

Overall, then, the advice that surged forward between the late 1920s 
and the early 1960s warned against certain kinds of love, dismissed 
Victorian standards, replaced love with sex as the linchpin of marital 
adjustment, and defined the love that should remain largely in terms of 
an emotional predisposition to share interests and negotiate disagree- 
ments. In this modern, functionalist view, love became little more than a 
collection of routine skills. An avid advice reader could easily have 
assumed that marriage should be contracted on the basis of carefully 
calculated shared habits and then cemented through sex. Advice writers 
who stated quite openly ‘‘first comes sex, then comes love” seem to have 
had exactly this arrangement in mind.” 

Even as the marriage education movement declined in the 1960s, it 
was not replaced by any clear reemphasis on intense love. Rather, it 
gave way to expanding interests in sexuality, particularly premarital 
sexuality, and to further emphasis on the idea that relationships should 
be calculated with a careful sense of individual benefit in mind, being 
exchange arrangements in which sensible partners would make sure that 
no great self-sacrifice was involved. Innovativeness shifted away from 
the somewhat conventional modernism of the interwar period to the 
more radical open marriage concept—which further emphasized the 
importance of sexual expression and the need to uncouple couples from 
any constraining sentimentality or emotional unity.” 

Middle-class emotional culture thus moved from avant-garde chal- 
lenges to Victorian concepts of love early in the 1920s to two central, 
overlapping alternatives developed in the 1930s and 1940s. The first, a 
hedonistic male culture, deliberately attacked intense, romantic love in 
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favor of more pragmatic arrangements with women, including sexual 
arrangements, and a wide variety of leisure interests. The second, friend- 
lier to the idea of mutual affection, also attacked intensity in love and 
urged attention to shared interests and sexuality in its stead. 

Other definitions of love persisted as well. As with grief, the modern- 
ist position did not completely triumph, even at the cultural level. The 
new popularity of soap operas and Gothic and Harlequin romances 
among women during these same decades demonstrated a cultural com- 
mitment to love themes that men seemed to be decisively abandoning. 
Soap operas, for example, stressed the importance of love in marriage, 
defining other motives as invalid. Love could triumph over all sorts of 
apparent impediments, including the prosaic compatibility criteria of the 
experts. Love begat complications, of course, which gave soap operas 
most of their countless plots, including the theme of winning back an 
errant lover. Romance novels stressed love—either love moving toward 
horror, or initial fear yielding to love; the emotional mixture was com- 
plex, but it was undeniably intense. They also highlighted substantial 
female passivity in the grip of emotion. Women’s magazines, more 
clearly middle-class in outlook, also maintained a strong interest in love 
themes, often alternating explorations of how to win men’s love with 
expert articles on compatibility that touted science over affection. Fur- 
ther, the love articles that did persist not only maintained the love motif 
but often defined it in terms reminiscent of Victorian self-sacrifice.”° 

Yet the very presence of these disagreements over the nature of love 
within mainstream culture indicated how far the American middle class 
had moved from the heyday. of Victorianism when, except in the writings 
of utopian dissidents, no real alternative to the standards of spiritualized 
love was even presented. And while a new ambivalence about modern- 
ism did develop in the materials directed toward middle-class women, 
women, too, participated in the search for appropriate innovations that 
would guide them toward greater sexual interest and sought measure- 
ments of courtship and marriage more practical than Victorian preach- 
ments had seemed to encourage. The religion of intense love still main- 
tained some isolated chapels, but the body of the faithful had moved 
on.’” 
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Conclusion 


Attacks on Victorian standards of guilt, grief, and love involved several 
complexities not present in the movement against the negative emotions. 
The effort to unseat guilt was most straightforward; guilt was seen as 
unpleasant and therefore simply negative. Grief, on the other hand, 
gained some negative connotations, but it was not renounced quite as 
simply; countercurrents persisted in advocating the necessity of grief 
while the more dominant interest in restraining grief generated consider- 
able vagueness as to how this was to be accomplished. Portraits of 
grief-free people alternated with scenes in which grief existed but was 
recognized as unfortunate and therefore erased as quickly as possible. 
Love was more complicated still, for change here involved massive re- 
definition and downgrading, but not frontal attack. The result was 
inconsistency, as the same cultural outlets both praised and warned 
against love. The further result was considerable lack of clarity as to 
how adequate love was to be generated and measured—for example, by 
mothers with their children—and how it was to be combined with the 
restraint essential to guard against irrationality and excess. Nothing so 
simple as ventilation was urged in the love field, for real love of some 
sort remained desirable. 

However, while redefinitions of “good” emotions were inherently less 
straightforward than the attacks on bad emotions, several common 
themes did shine through. One of these was the idea that infants had emo- 
tional needs different from adults and that one of the key tasks of child- 
rearing was to develop appropriate emotional maturity in which all emo- 
tions could be held in check, with embarrassment acting as the guardian 
of restraint. Another theme was that men and women were not as emo- 
tionally different as Victorians had assumed and that neither gender had 
special license to indulge in a particular kind of emotional intensity. A 
new set of gender quarrels was implicit in twentieth-century emotional 
culture, as Esquire’s authors seem to have realized, but it did not involve 
selective freedoms from emotional restraint. Above all, emotional inten- 
sity became a consistent danger, whether the emotions involved were neg- 
ative or potentially positive. Strong emotion served no greater purpose in 
love than it did in anger. Here was a set of emotional values, clearly dis- 
tinct from Victorian preferences, that requires brief summary before we 
turn to the challenging task of analyzing sources and impacts. 
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Reprise: The New Principles 
of Emotional Management 


The articles, pamphlets, advice materials, and stories that articulated 
the emerging twentieth-century emotional culture redefined Victorian 
standards in virtually every area. Specific approaches varied with the 
emotion, and even individual emotions like grief or motherlove were 
approached differently at different times. Despite this complexity, how- 
ever, the advocacy of a new emotionology did rest on several shared 
assumptions. Maddeningly, these assumptions were rarely spelled out in 
any general way. No one, certainly at the level of popularization, spoke 
systematically about problems of intensity. Even more limited innova- 
tions, like the new approach to fear or sibling jealousy, sometimes 
seemed almost unacknowledged, the innovators failing to recognize how 
much their advice differed from that of their Victorian predecessors. 
Eager embrace of science and modernism created some awareness of the 
process of change, as in the attacks on older standards of love or grief, 
but the most fundamental thrusts remained largely implicit. 
Acknowledged or not, however, the emotion-by-emotion innovations 
were propelled by shared assumptions. This is clearly indicated by the 
timing of change. While suggestions of new directions began to emerge 
shortly before 1900, the larger emotionology began to be staked out 
during the 1920s, with a period of eager advocacy extending from that 
point into the 1950s. Shared timing does not prove shared purpose, but 
it suggests that the rethinking applied to specific emotions rested on 
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shifts in assumptions regarding emotions in general, which in turn did 
not gain full coherence until the second quarter of the century. 

The new emotional culture called for new abilities in emotion man- 
agement. Victorian standards had also urged management, as in control- 
ling the use of fear and anger, but they had also recognized certain 
emotional areas in which regulation was not necessary, either because 
individuals were not considered to have certain emotions (as in the case 
of women and anger) or because restraint was not appropriate (as in 
spiritualized love). Twentieth-century culture, on the other hand, called 
for management across the board; no emotion should gain control over 
one’s thought processes. 

The culture also suggested a clear socialization pattern applicable to 
the acquisition of emotional maturity regardless of setting. Children, in 
the new view, were no longer innocent; rather, they were characterized 
by a frightening emotional vulnerability. They had all sorts of irrational 
passions that needed careful handling, and at the same time they could 
be exposed to parental excess not only in the form of misuse of anger or 
fear in discipline but also in the form of misguided love. Infancy, in this 
new culture, became a crucial developmental stage, with the later stages 
of childhood considered less open to revision and guidance (except 
perhaps through professional therapy). Through parental reassurance, 
techniques of ventilation, and appropriate doses of affection, children 
might begin to climb the ladder of emotional control. Whether they 
would lose certain dangerous impulses—as was sometimes suggested for 
jealousy —or merely learn how to keep the impulses in check, they 
would ideally move toward an adulthood that placed reason over emo- 
tion and moderated emotional expression in virtually every imaginable 
encounter. Parenthood itself became a test for managed emotion. Not 
only anger and fear but even love itself must now be carefully weighed, 
its expression never allowed to become excessive. Advocates of un- 
bounded love for infants assumed that the parent could turn off the taps 
when, at age three or four, the child needed to gain greater emotional 
independence. Emotional control was now as uniform a principle within 
the family circle as it was in wider spheres, including the workplace, 
where Victorian emotionology had not carried over at all clearly. 

As the demands of emotional maturity increased in many respects, 
the childish terrain came to seem rockier. Victorians had been able, in 
principle, to assume an early period of considerable innocence when the 
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main effort was simply to avoid unnecessary problems, followed by later 
stages in which children were open to appeal through a combination of 
guilt and character building. The new culture invited a great deal more 
manipulation precisely because infancy was at once so crucial and so 
difficult. To wean children away from emotional impulsiveness and to 
prepare the way for guidance through embarrassment, signs of childish- 
ness were now transformed into sources of personal shame. Even exces- 
sive love, because of its taint of infancy, might provoke embarrassment 
in a mature adult accustomed to managed restraint. 

Emphasis on emotional management reduced the salience of the pub- 
lic-private divisions that had underwritten Victorian emotional culture. 
Family guidance was vital to the maturation of young children, to be 
sure, but the rules they were to learn applied to work settings and 
intimate settings alike. Anger was no longer of greater use in public than 
in private life; the result was that a bit more anger might be acceptable 
in the family, but much less anger was permissible on the job than in the 
Victorian heyday. Reductions in the acceptability of grief limited one 
kind of familial emotional bond, and the redefinitions of love, while 
preserving an emotional space near the hearth, limited the special quality 
of this domestic emotion. Parents, courting couples, coworkers, and 
spouses all needed to manage and control their emotional expressions, 
keeping reason in charge and pulling back in embarrassment when the 
bounds were overstepped. Home became less sacredly separate. 

The emergence of a new emotional culture in the 1920s coincided 
with growing efforts to homogenize national culture as a whole. The 
cessation of immigration combined with various kinds of Americaniza- 
tion programs, in companies as well as the public schools, to give a 
wider portion of the population access to essentially middle-class stan- 
dards. During the decades in which the new emotionology was being 
forged, growing agreement emerged among Americans, at least in princi- 
ple, about the goals of childhood socialization. A recent literacy study 
emphasizes the standard-setting homogenization of the leading Ameri- 
can media precisely in the 1920—1950s period, when the emotional 
redefinitions were debated and presented. In the emotions area, then, a 
dual process was occurring in which middle-class Americans revised 
previous norms while maintaining their confident assumptions of cul- 
tural leadership, while other groups gained new access to these same 
changing norms. The middle class was itself changing, with new divi- 
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sions being created between the service-sector population and older 
entrepreneurial and professional groups, as well as between suburban 
and urban styles. It was the service-sector and suburban contingents 
that, as we will see, proved most open to change, using new emotional 
standards to help shore up their self-identity as modern and up to date. 
Homogenization thus warred with important new divisions in American 
society, but the uniformity of the mainstream emotional culture, as now 
redefined, remained striking.’ 

Social class and ethnicity remained important variables in emotional 
culture. It was revealing that efforts to curtail anger at work, initially 
directed at blue-collar workers on the factory floor, shifted focus toward 
the middle and lower-middle class, which was expected not simply to 
respond to anger-control strategies but also to internalize the necessary 
restraints. Here was implicit recognition of some continued social gaps 
in emotional standards. Nevertheless, the middle class itself was growing 
rapidly in size with the expansion of the service and management sectors 
and of exposure to secondary and college education. Popularizations 
like Dr. Spock’s childrearing manuals reached all strata of the middle 
class. A sense of social cohesion with respect to basic emotional values 
probably increased, and with it the expectations applied to social and 
ethnic groups outside the middle class itself. 

Regional differences persisted. We will see that the South, for exam- 
ple, retained traces of earlier distinctions concerning jealousy and grief, 
preserving a greater interest in intensity than was publicly acknowledged 
in the North. Here too, however, the region seems to have integrated its 
standards with those of the rest of the country. Southern laws that gave 
special consideration to jealousy changed, though belatedly by national 
standards, moving closer to the general assumption that jealousy could 
and should be suppressed. As with class, regional distinctions must be 
treated, but particularly with respect to the impact of emotional culture, 
no fully alternative regional culture was sketched. 

Traditional Protestantism, increasingly visible in the 1920s because of 
its contrast to mainstream religious trends, did provide a haven for 
several older cultural impulses—a fact that warns against any overly 
facile assumption of growing uniformity in emotionology. Fundamental- 
ists and other articulate Christians tried to go against the general grain 
in their view of grief, and they could also harbor older, sometimes even 
pre- Victorian standards concerning emotions such as anger or fear.” 
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Gender counted for far less than it had in the nineteenth century, at 
least on the cultural surface. This was one of the clear themes of the new 
emotionology. Almost all the advice literature downplayed gender as a 
major factor in emotional standards—or even, indeed, in etiquette.’ 
This shift emerged in the new emphasis on self-conscious management. 
The Victorian assumption that women’s special nature provided them 
with spontaneous emotional guidelines faded, and women became sub- 
jected to even more stringent formal management requirements than 
men, given their need to monitor motherlove. Men’s special rights or 
requirements with respect to anger were swept aside; both men and 
women had to keep their tempers at work. Experiments on jealousy 
reflected the Victorian assumption that women were more susceptible to 
it than men, but the standards were more insistently the same for both 
genders than in the nineteenth century. Fathers had an easier time than 
mothers when it came to managing love, and their more easygoing style 
might win praise (though some advisers also cautioned about men’s 
tendency to distance themselves unduly from familial emotional involve- 
ment).* Again, however, the standards of undemanding, carefully con- 
trolled affection were identical for fathers and mothers alike. The decline 
of a special status for motherlove, in fact, was revealed in advice writers’ 
tendency to talk of parental, rather than specifically maternal, affection. 
This trend appeared well before the 1980s, when paternal emotional 
competence was more actively called forth. Marriage advice literature, 
for its part, addressed men and women similarly, urging rational assess- 
ment of compatibility for both sexes. And, of course, placing bedroom 
adjustment at the marital center reduced the Victorian gap between men 
and women in the area of sexuality. Again, men might be cautioned 
against too little affection, and women’s initiatives in sexuality were 
downplayed in favor of men’s, but by nineteenth-century standards the 
differentiation had shrunk dramatically. Finally, the decline of a special 
male calling to courage matched the attacks on motherlove in eroding 
key Victorian symbols of gendered emotionality. 

Beneath the surface another cultural reality took shape. Even as offi- 
cial declarations of differences between male and female emotional na- 
ture declined, both in science and in popularizations, new gaps emerged. 
The early efforts of Esquire to attack pushy, careerist women suggest 
that new distinctions advanced almost because the old ones were disap- 
pearing. Esquire, as we have seen, urged men to free themselves from 
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women’s manipulation of Victorian love while also arguing that women 
were irrationally emotional in any event. Here, growing insistence on 
emotional management provided a framework for accusations that one 
gender was not living up to the norms. Whether simply traditional or 
newly enhanced as a response to women’s gains in public life, male belief 
in women’s greater emotionality took on greater significance in a culture 
that officially insisted on uniform restraint and allowed for no recogni- 
tion of distinctively feminine emotional qualities. Women, ultimately, 
would learn to return the favor in arguing that men remained dispropor- 
tionately (and unacceptably) aggressive. Again, this was not an entirely 
new charge, except for the terms employed, but it was newly significant 
given the lack of official sanction for male use of angry impulses. In sum, 
men and women may well have reacted to the new emotional culture 
differently, at least on average. They may have used it to create a new 
set of mutual accusations. Gender relations were by no means magically 
smoothed by the new culture, and it was no accident that popular 
features on the “Battle between the Sexes”? emerged in precisely the 
same decades when twentieth-century emotionology was being defined 
and disseminated. 

The fact remains, however, that both genders were exposed to cul- 
tural change and that the new culture erased, at least officially, most of 
the classic gender definitions that had been central to Victorian emo- 
tionology. Men and women might forge gender-specific variants, in part 
through selective retention of Victorian ideals, but neither personnel 
experts nor family advice experts acknowledged significant differentia- 
tion in emotional requirements. Indeed, after some transitional confu- 
sion in the 1920s, when mothers were singled out for attack, most 
experts also retreated from the notion that males and females were 
emotionally different by nature. Thus, in the childrearing literature, 
children—not boys or girls—became the problem category, with the 
same emotional management techniques required for both genders. Like- 
wise, in the personnel literature, after some initial discussions of 
women’s unfavorable reactions to an emotionally harsh male work envi- 
ronment (or of a uniquely female backbiting jealousy on the job), emo- 
tional control advice and manipulation were targeted at workers, not 
one gender or the other. Here we see that the efforts to achieve unifor- 
mity, across gender, region, and to an extent social class, developed 
partly from the new emotional norms themselves. Men were asked to 
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tone down the anger—to become good salesmen, for example. Women 
were asked to reduce claims based on motherlove—to become effective 
professionals as well as really adequate mothers. In terms of desired 
results, the genders grew closer. Everyone could learn to be nice. 

While twentieth-century emotionology reduced some traditional dif- 
ferentiations, including not only those of region or gender but also those 
between home and work, it inevitably generated important internal 
strains. Victorian tensions were in principle alleviated, as in the decline 
of separate emotional standards for men in the family and on the job, 
but the general public’s actual reception of the new standards is not 
certain. Moreover, the new emotionology itself established at least three 
largely novel tensions. 

The first, already discussed, involved the increasing distinction be- 
tween negative and positive emotions. This clear differentiation was one 
of the major shifts away from Victorian standards, according to which 
emotions perceived as dangerous could nevertheless, in appropriate cir- 
cumstances, serve as vital motivators. Twentieth-century redefinitions, 
in contrast, treated negative emotions very differently from their positive 
counterparts. To the negative emotions were applied the fear that they 
would fester and the anxiety that they would veer out of control. Corres- 
pondingly, the most careful strategies of ventilation and avoidance were 
applied to the negative emotions, for any expression beyond the purely 
verbal risked getting out of hand. 

Yet, as we have seen, the negative/positive distinction, though vivid, 
was also incomplete. Several emotions, most notably grief, in fact hov- 
ered between the two categories, though there was a pronounced effort 
to judge them as effectively negative and therefore to apply the standard 
suppression and avoidance techniques. More important, the concern 
about excess applied to positive as well as negative impulses. Love, while 
good, could also get out of hand. | 

The emphasis on distinctions between bad and good emotions led to 
important differences between the American emotionology and that of 
other cultures. Americans in general were less willing to identify their 
emotional experiences and were particularly strong in their desire to 
conceal the negatives. With regard to certain emotions like anger, Ameri- 
can culture did not reach the top of the repression scale, but its system- 
atic blasts at negative emotions and the unusual concern for their con- 
cealment demonstrated the impact of the new good-bad categorization.’ 
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Despite these distinctions, however, the uniform concern about excess 
and loss of control cut across the good-bad divide. It was perhaps no 
accident that shortly before the rise of the new emotional culture, con- 
cern about obsession made new headway in psychology and some resul- 
tant popularizations. While psychological research defined obsession 
carefully, popular treatments loosely associated loss of rational control 
to the point of compulsive thought and behavior with the power of 
emotion in excess. Thus a Harpers’ Monthly Magazine story of 1906, 
entitled “The Obsession of Ann Gibbs,” showed how the protagonist’s 
grief leads directly to uncontrolled obsession over “‘fineries,” and ulti- 
mately to stark insanity. A 1913 story in The Outlook used the word 
“obsession” to describe an intense emotion that could ultimately kill. 
While obsessive loss of control applied most readily to emotions like 
fear, it was increasingly extended to grief and even to certain forms of 
love, where intensity might burden not only the individual but also the 
others exposed, whose whole emotional balance might be thrown off by 
the effects of untrammeled passion.® 

The new principles of emotional management, and particularly the 
underlying concern about intensity, also involved some subtle tensions 
between individual and group: here was the second implicit debate. The 
new emotional standards often seemed bent on defending individual 
autonomy. Control over fear or anger protected the individual’s rational 
power to decide, while immunity from overweening love was explicitly 
portrayed as an essential step in the process of individuation. Hence 
twentieth-century culture is often, and not inaccurately, seen as a tri- 
umph of individual expression in which intensity is attacked precisely 
because it could limit this expression either from within or from with- 
out.’ But the new culture also placed strong emphasis on smooth rela- 
tions between the individual and others. Grief, as we have seen, earned 
new demerits not only because it unseated individual reason but also 
because it disturbed others. The same held true of jealousy, which was 
feared both for its all-consuming qualities and for the burdens it placed 
on the object of jealousy. Thus the culture was in no simple sense 
individualistic. Rather, it sought to combine apparent individual control 
with important promptings of group harmony. Again, the link was 
intensity itself, which worked against both goals. Ultimately, the burden 
that intensity placed on group harmony outweighed the apparent com- 
mitment to individuation in directing the new styles of emotion manage- 
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ment. The desire not to feel obligated, and therefore to resent emotional 
intrusion by others, surpassed interest in maximizing one’s own oppor- 
tunities for expression, while the new concern about avoiding embar- 
rassment added group pressure in a more direct sense. 

Finally, the new management principles struck a subtle balance be- 
tween regulation and independence. Attacks on Victorian standards fre- 
quently created an aura of new freedom. The decline of gender differ- 
ences opened some new emotional areas, and the interest in reducing 
emotional enforcement of hierarchy—particularly the rejection of anger 
as a management tool—painted new vistas as well. More fundamentally 
still, the growing attack on guilt promised independence in a variety of 
directions; emotion could now be proclaimed as a no-fault domain. 
Emphasis on ventilation promoted a sense that any emotion could be 
discussed, with open communication guaranteed. Yet rules of another, 
perhaps more subtle sort formed an integral part of the new culture. 
Emotion must not get out of hand. Embarrassment must be avoided. 
Undue emotional commitment was wrong. Even open communication 
must not lead to dramatic or upsetting scenes. The underlying principle, 
clearly, was the systematic constraint on intensity. Emotions were fine as 
long as they stayed in check; old rules could be waived so long as 
the results did not become intrusive; muted communication must often 
substitute for full expression.® 

Here was the most subtle of all the tensions embedded in the new 
standards. American periodicals and other prescriptive materials fre- 
quently trumpeted the triumph of individualism and spontaneity over 
real or imagined Victorian restraints. Advertisements offered enticing 
images of personal expression wherein “true” personalities could shine 
forth, shedding their purely institutional roles. As in the heralded shifts 
in fashionable dress during the 1920s, autonomy seemed to triumph 
over regulation. But, as we have seen, the conformist impulse gained 
new strength as well, and the necessity of fitting in with groups and with 
larger institutions put pressure on emotional independence. Muting of 
intensity was a vital precondition for reconciling group needs with ap- 
parent spontaneity; here was the crucial new rule. 

The apparent emphasis on freedom explains why so many observers, 
then and since, have erred in heralding twentieth-century culture as an 
undiluted triumph of emotional deregulation. A more careful historical 
assessment, juxtaposing the new style with its Victorian predecessor and 
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cutting beneath the somewhat misleading rhetoric, reveals the con- 
straints that accompanied some personal latitude. While specific rules 
varied with professional context, and while individuals could negotiate 
some space precisely because the leading guidelines embraced antiregula- 
tory language,’ the room for maneuver did not include major opportuni- 
ties for intense outpourings. This was the bedrock of the new emotional 
regime. 

The tensions in the new culture—between a penchant for pleasant 
emotions but the desire to control them, between the individual and the 
group, and between real and apparent freedom from regulation—all 
revolved around the insistence on restraint. Thus one could “‘be oneself” 
only so long as one’s maturity assured that one’s emotions would remain 
in check and not bother others. Rules could be jettisoned as long as 
fear of embarrassment maintained the basic principles of control. Good 
emotions blurred with bad when excess threatened. The replacement of 
Victorian emotional culture raises a host of analytical issues, such as the 
need to assess the extent of acceptance of the new values. Yet we cannot 
fully understand the culture without first exploring the reasons for its 
existence, the combination of factors that rendered Victorian norms 
anachronistic and implicitly centered the goals of emotion management 
on the problem of intensity. A full celebration of a “cool”? value system 
would await the 1960s, when the word emerged from its traditional 
service in describing an alternative to fiery passion to characterize the 
standards of a whole generation. But the bases for esteeming cool con- 
trol had been set some decades before.!° 


7 


“Impersonal, but Friendly”: 
Causes of the New Emotional Style 


Victorian emotional culture was not replaced by accident. Beginning in 
the 1920s or a bit before, a variety of factors combined to undermine the 
nineteenth-century synthesis and build up a new aversion to emotional 
intensity. Simply put, the combination of economic and familial func- 
tionalism and the larger innovations that supported Victorian culture 
began to unravel. New economic forms redefined functional emotions. 
Cultural changes further pointed this redefinition in the direction of 
growing hostility to intense emotional experience. A new breed of ex- 
perts translated these various factors into emotionology. Finally, alter- 
ations in family forms, and particularly parent-child relations, worked 
into the brew. In one sense, this mix of factors that caused the new 
emotionology was unsurprising. Emotional change reflected some of the 
developments associated with the maturation of American industrial 
society, which have been widely studied and which remain open to much 
discussion. Even here, however, the link with emotion helps identify the 
larger structural shifts in society, pinpointing their timing, and explain- 
ing their links with individual behavior. Furthermore, familiar themes 
like heightened consumerism or the reduced birthrate did not by them- 
selves guide the shift in emotional standards. Their combination was 
vital, and they were supplemented by other changes in personal values, 
including new anxieties about health. New economic and familial struc- 
tures required new emotional definitions, but the specific results were 
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not inevitable, save as the cultural context shifted as well. The challenge 
is to fit the puzzle together with the mixture of novel and recognizable 
pieces. The result not only explains the changes already described, but 
explains why the second quarter of the century served as the real crucible 
of contemporary middle-class character in the United States. 

Neither the disseminators nor the audience for the new emotional 
culture spelled out their overall motivations. As we have seen, some of 
the changes were almost unperceived, and no one explicitly captured 
the general movement against intensity. Many advice givers and advice 
receivers were almost surely unaware of exactly why they wanted to 
move away from the emotional culture of previous generations even 
when, as was the case by the 1940s, they did recognize that they wanted 
to behave differently and to socialize their children differently than in 
the past. This means that causation must be teased out from a variety 
of indications, with careful attention to the connections that can be 
demonstrated but no claim of rigorous proof. 

Not surprisingly, shifts in emotionology responded to several basic 
changes in American society during the second quarter of the twentieth 
century. However, some major changes were not clearly involved. We 
will see, for example, that the state had no definable role in the new 
emotionology, except insofar as a growth of government functions gave 
some of the new breed of experts the backing of agencies such as the 
Children’s Bureau. Leading events such as the world wars factor in, but 
only rather vaguely, while the experience of the 1930s depression seems 
oddly irrelevant to the ongoing reconsideration of emotional standards 
that began during prosperity and continued even amid economic dislo- 
cation. 

As in the nineteenth century, specific factors combined with more 
general changes to promote redefinitions in emotionology, particularly 
where discrete emotions were concerned. A new stance toward grief, as 
we have seen, owed much to the radical decline in the infant mortality 
rate that occurred between 1880 and 1920 and that began to be per- 
ceived by the 1890s.! With less need to anticipate grief on the death of a 
child, with growing emphasis on successful measures to reduce many 
causes of death, and with valorization of medical personnel as heroic 
death fighters, grief almost inevitably declined in stature. New attention 
to problems of jealousy followed in part from changes in patterns of 
social interaction. During the Victorian era men and women spent much 
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time in separate social spheres; young men roomed with their colleagues, 
participated in male lodges, and only in their later twenties began a 
process of active courtship.* By 1920 young men and women spent more 
and more time in each other’s company as coeducation gained ground 
and novel practices such as dating reconfigured the social activities of 
high school and college-age youth. New prescriptions against jealousy 
were a necessary result of this increased heterosexual mingling. New 
levels of concern about anger and aggression followed in part from 
perceptions of heightened crime, including juvenile delinquency, and the 
results of untrammeled aggression in Nazism and then renewed world 
war. It was difficult, in this context, to view channeled anger as a safe or 
even useful emotional motivation. As parental control over adolescents 
became increasingly limited, attention to emotional guidance for 
younger children was heightened, and an effort was made to develop 
emotional enforcers that were less dependent on lifelong guilt, more 
attuned to the emerging peer culture.’ Efforts to increase adult supervi- 
sion of children and youth, widely noted as dividing the nineteenth- 
century experience of childhood (particularly for boys) from the new, 
more regulated environment of the early twentieth century, fed the 
revision of fear standards, for adults could justify their new claims of 
authority as coaches or scoutmasters in part from their need to attack 
Victorian ‘“‘boy culture” and its use of dares and bravado. The simple 
fact of greater urbanization also affected fear, removing children from 
daily interaction with animals and thus making them more likely to be 
frightened by a neighbor’s pet. Fear of animals quite probably increased 
(in contrast to the dominant nineteenth-century concern, which was 
cruelty to animals).4 Certainly such fear became more noticeable, and 
this in turn helped spur the larger reevaluation of fear in boyhood. 
Changes concerning love, finally, owed a great deal to the growing 
acceptance of birth control devices in the middle class. Premarital sex 
was not immediately revolutionized as a result, but the idea of love 
rising above sex made far less functional sense by the 1920s, and as a 
result some of the more general ethereality vanished.° 

This review of specifics could easily be extended, and existing studies 
of changes in individual emotions have already prepared a great deal of 
useful explanation. Some of the causes for these specific changes relate 
to the larger framework that must be developed to account for the more 
general attack on emotional intensity. It remains important to attend to 
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shifts that bore particularly on a single emotion. Among other things, 
specific contexts help explain some of the differences in timing already 
noted. By studying such contexts we learn, for example, that attention 
to grief preceded the more general reconsideration of Victorianism be- 
cause of declining death rates—though in the long run the results 
merged with the larger twentieth-century emotional configuration. The 
general factors and especially the main lines of cultural and functional 
change transcended a mere accumulation of particulars. This is why, 
as was true in explaining Victorian emotionology, a larger analysis 
remains essential. 

At the same time, it is vital to insist on the magnitude of the changes 
that were occurring, for while important continuities persisted from the 
previous culture—including the aversion to anger in families or the 
distinction between jealousy and love—it is still the case that the Victo- 
rian amalgam was jettisoned. Such a sharp change in standards sets a 
demanding analytical agenda, making it necessary to identify the causes 
that prompted such a substantial reworking of widely accepted norms. 
By the same token, the causation package that can be identified helps 
explain why so many Victorian staples—from emotional distinctions 
between the genders to the unprecedented attack on intensity —were re- 
placed. 

Yet, beguilingly, there is a line of argument, offered particularly by 
European scholars, that takes a different tack, and this must be assessed 
before the more elaborate alternative is presented. Several perceptive 
Dutch and German sociologists have stressed the emergence of a new 
emotional style in the twentieth century.’ Much of their evidence is 
European, but their generalizations often range across the Atlantic. In 
some ways, in their fascination with growing informality and individual- 
ized adjustments in emotional presentation, they claim greater move- 
ment away from Victorian standards than may actually apply. As noted 
in the previous chapter, it is important at least in the American case to 
emphasize the real tension between individualism and regulation and 
not to assume that the former triumphed over the latter. I will return to 
the issue of European-American comparison in a concluding chapter, 
but at this point it is necessary directly to address the European theories 
of causation. 

The most impressive work to date on emotional style has simultane- 
ously portrayed a major twentieth-century shift and claimed substantial 
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continuity in causation, Abram de Swaan, in describing the contrast 
between nineteenth- and twentieth-century approaches to emotional 
standards, notes a major shift from “management by command” to 
“management by negotiation.” He insists that both phases constitute 
stages in a common civilizing process that began with the growing 
strength of national states as early as the seventeenth century. To recon- 
cile his dual claims, de Swaan begins by stressing, correctly, that the 
“widely held assumption” that emotional restrictions were lessening 
“does not hold.” His vision of management by negotiation assumes a 
great deal of self-control, which is why the appearance of freedom in the 
new emotional style “is so rarely experienced as liberating.” This leads 
de Swaan and other analysts like Cas Wouters, who go somewhat far- 
ther in exploring innovation and informality, to the second reconciling 
claim: that precisely the success of Victorian impulse control—the nine- 
teenth-century version of Norbert Elias’s civilizing offensive—has al- 
lowed a relaxation of the most formal emotional rules in the twentieth 
century.® Precisely because most people have internalized appropriate 
controls of violence, sexuality, and emotional outburst, twentieth-cen- 
tury society can afford a much looser emotional regime, at least on 
the surface. 

In these analyses, causation is not really an issue. De Swaan mentions 
changes in management hierarchies and Jürgen Gerhards addresses the 
impact of a consumer society, but according to these analysts, these 
contemporary efflorescences are ultimately generated by the inexorable 
civilizing process—the force, connected with state discipline and upper- 
class control of the lower orders, that launched greater impulse control 
even before the Victorian era itself. They admit that the civilizing process 
has become more complex in the twentieth century, as Elias himself 
noted in a final phrase and as his disciples discuss more elaborately; 
relaxation of sexuality and of earlier standards of bodily control, as 
in posture or dress, make this obvious. But the process itself remains 
ineluctable, almost beyond explanation.’ 

A claim that grants major change but makes no concerted effort to 
explain it provides an elusive target for alternative analysis. Obviously, 
emotional control continued in the twentieth century; in some ways, it 
increased. To this extent, it is accurate to draw a very general link 
between the present and past periods in which emotional regulation had 
also occurred. A few of the more simplified claims of direct continuity 
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between Victorian and twentieth-century control approaches can be 
easily dismissed, but the overall change-within-common-process ap- 
proach is harder to tackle. Those who believe in an ineffable civilizing 
offensive, tied however diffusely to a tangible entity such as the nation 
state, may well be unpersuadable. But this same ineffability must raise 
questions: Has a common underlying force guided emotional culture for 
the past four centuries? Is the twentieth century, with its undeniable 
shifts in focus, still part of the same fundamental period in emotional 
culture as the eighteenth century or the Victorian era? 

I have argued that the change that began to take shape in the 1920s 
in the United States was profound, comprising a major part of a more 
general shift in American personality standards that has been noted 
by various scholars, from David Riesman onward.!° Change is never 
complete. The new twentieth-century emotional style built on some of 
the standards that Victorians had also emphasized, and of course the 
larger similarity—that both cultures set forth emotional standards at 
all—must be granted as well. But the context for emotional culture was 
changing substantially, which means that new causation can and should 
be sought. It is not necessary to rely on an overarching civilizing process 
in order to unearth a new explanatory combination that, in addition, 
includes some factors mentioned only in passing in the European assess- 
ments. Nor is such reliance desirable, for it distracts from a full under- 
standing of the new emotional signals themselves. Granting, then, that 
some momentum from past emotional management continued and that 
twentieth-century American society, like all modern societies, most 
definitely did seek to regulate impulse, it is essential to undertake a fresh 
look at causation. 

In this effort, emphasis on innovation gains pride of place, for what 
took shape by the 1920s was a major reevaluation of intensities in 
personal expression. The Victorian relationship between sexuality and 
emotion, for example, was virtually reversed. During the nineteenth 
century sexual intensity was regarded with uniform hostility in middle- 
class culture, which prescribed that sexual pleasure be sought cautiously 
and in moderation. Emotions, in contrast, could be vigorously indulged 
in appropriate contexts. By the 1920s the reversal was underway; de- 
spite hesitations, sexual intensity won new approval. The principal new 
sexual constraint involved explicit identification of homosexuality as a 
warning that intensity must be directed appropriately, in the proper 
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context. Emotional intensity, in contrast, now encountered some of the 
same blanket aversion that had described sexual intensity in the previous 
era. Emotion, not sex, became the field in which great management 
subtlety was required. Other constraints were reevaluated at the same 
time. Rigid costumes and corresponding injunctions about posture gave 
ground fairly steadily, though bodily discipline was still enforced by 
anxieties about weight and exercise. Still, on balance, greater physical 
freedom coincided with the new, if subtle, restraints on emotional ex- 
pression. Fear of excess showed not only in the emotional sphere but 
also in the new definition of alcoholism as something more than a 
problem of moral discipline; here was another area in which some 
individuals, at least, needed to be warned that self-control must be bol- 
stered.!! 

Beyond the major shifts in the rules governing specific emotions—the 
decline of channeled anger, attacks on excessive motherlove, the painful 
reevaluation of grief—the basic tone of twentieth-century emotions ad- 
vice was transformed. As the growing reliance on embarrassment sug- 
gests, even the functions of emotions in maintaining human relationships 
were recast, with intensity now seen as a barrier rather than a bond.!? 
The extent of the transformation calls for an explicit causal inquiry, 
whatever one’s ultimate views about some underlying civilizing process 
might be. General factors must be identified that explain the overall 
directions of change and its concentration in the three to four decades 
after 1920. Such an exploration will not only account for the change but 
also deepen our understanding of its nature. 


Sources of Standards: A Changing Intellectual Base 


During the Victorian period the primary source of emotional advice to 
the middle class came from people whose authority rested on a combina- 
tion of morality and common sense. Morality was in some instances 
bolstered by Protestant religious training, though this was not always 
the case and most advice after 1830 strove to avoid a sectarian tone. 
Thus Jacob Abbott, author of several family manuals and twenty-three 
books in the Rollo series, built not only on his training as a Protestant 
minister but also on his dissatisfaction with conventional theology in his 
effort to update and broaden a largely moral version of his religion— 
and to reach a varied middle-class audience outside any institutional 
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setting. Such confidence in moral vision also predominated among many 
of the authors for popular periodicals like the Ladies Home Journal, as 
well as among other prolific advice writers like T. S. Arthur, who also 
mixed vaguely religious injunctions with specific emotional advice.'? As 
we have seen, scientific claims began to intrude on the moral ground of 
advice by the end of the century, but they initially supplemented mor- 
alism in the area of emotional standards. Authorities like G. Stanley Hall 
largely echoed the claims made by the moralists when writing about 
such topics as the motivational importance of anger or the gender basis 
for natural emotions such as fear or jealousy. 

Two kinds of challengers arose to contend with the Victorian moral 
authority, both of which blossomed fully in the 1920s. The first were the 
self-conscious moderns, who still argued morality but based their claims 
less on common sense and more on up-to-dateness. We have seen the 
impact of modernist thinking in the areas of grief, love, and jealousy 
particularly. More important still was the new appeal to science and 
related research studies as the basis for popularized emotional advice 
and as the most far-reaching alternative to moralism. A characteristic 
exemplar of the new-style advice writer was D. H. Thom, who trained 
as a physician and then moved into psychiatry and guidance work 
while also serving as a major author for the Children’s Bureau in the 
Department of Labor. Social workers, doctors, psychologists—these 
were the people who were now entitled to define standards or whose 
theories other popularizers referred to in justifying their own ap- 
proaches. As we have seen, new journals such as Parents’ Magazine and 
Esquire eagerly turned to these new authorities in articles dealing with 
children’s fears or the new standards of love. New subdisciplines got 
into the act, most notably with the rise of industrial psychology and the 
resulting zeal of personnel experts to prescribe appropriate emotional 
qualities at work.'4 

The new breed of popularizing experts both encouraged and reflected 
changes in dominant emotional standards. Their basic arguments shifted 
from training for moral standards toward encouragement of personal 
adjustment, simply as a function of the change in the disciplinary back- 
ground of the advice setters whose authority and knowledge they drew 
upon. This change clearly provides part of the explanation for new 
concerns about emotional intensity, a quality that was far more appro- 
priate when a person’s main task was to live up to demanding standards 
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than when that task was redefined in terms of demonstrating self-control 
and the ability to work and play well with others. The shift showed 
clearly, for example, in the recasting of fear from an occasion for moral 
challenge to a potential source of damaging trauma.!° In essence, the 
new breed of experts was explicitly interested in challenging the wisdom 
of their elders—a feature particularly prominent among the modernist 
writers—and in the process they generated a definite direction for 
change that profoundly altered the goals of personality development. 
The new bases of relevant expertise also brought other new factors 
into play. One of these involved, quite simply, data. Scientific experi- 
ments began to provide unexpected information, particularly about chil- 
dren, as early as the 1890s, when G. Stanley Hall and others sponsored 
studies of childhood emotions. While his own views on emotions re- 
flected a firm Victorianism, the facts he uncovered shook Victorian 
foundations. Hall’s findings on the frequency of night terrors among 
infants raised questions about the Victorian stiff-upper-lip approach to 
male courage, for as Hall himself noted, children’s fears were both 
unpredictable and irrational. Soon after 1900 advice manuals sponsored 
by the Child Study Association, including Alice Birney’s, began to intro- 
duce new cautions concerning fear even as Victorian standards were 
maintained in other respects. Birney stressed the emotional fragility of 
young children and the need for protective strategies, clearly forecasting 
the more general reassessments of the 1920s. She also ignored the Victo- 
rian tradition that distinguished boys from girls where fear was in- 
volved; scientific observation showed that children’s problems with fear 
knew no gender, Other linkages between experiment and advice oc- 
curred in the area of children’s jealousy, though here it seems likely 
that standards began to change even before scientists started measuring 
jealousy among young children. Nevertheless, the series of 1920s psy- 
chological studies seemed to confirm the prevalence of bitter rivalries 
among siblings—particularly, but not exclusively, girls—and this fur- 
ther fueled the effort to focus new socialization attention on this emo- 
tional problem. New data also entered into the current of advice about 
anger at work as Elton Mayo and others uncovered surprising levels of 
rage on the shop floor that, in their judgment, profoundly interfered 
with efficiency.’ Here again, objective science did not reign supreme, 
given that Mayo and his colleagues interpreted worker anger in light of 
middle-class domestic standards; but new facts about emotional expres- 
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sion became available in the process and added to the sense that past 
emotional norms must be reassessed. 

New expertise implicitly affected gender contours. Advice writers in 
both the Victorian era and the early twentieth century divided fairly 
evenly between males and females. But the women who penned popular- 
izations or magazine articles after 1900 were increasingly professionals, 
caught up in the movement to justify their work not on grounds of 
special female emotional qualities but through objective science. Few of 
the new women writers professed active feminism. Nevertheless, al- 
though they wrote mainly during decades in which feminism moved into 
a less strident phase, many of the childrearing experts of the 1920s 
and 1930s illustrated the extent to which professionally trained women 
implicitly revised key elements of the Victorian system, including its 
gender divisions. Their new credentials were typically impressive. Doro- 
thy Canfield Fisher, one of the early revisionists, held a doctorate 
(though in French literature); Alice Birney had attended Mount Holyoke 
and later became a professional child welfare worker. These two women 
were of course transitional, and both at least initially reflected some of 
Victorianism’s continued hold. Slightly later women popularizers, born 
after 1890, had more explicit professional backgrounds. Caroline Zach- 
ary earned a doctorate in educational psychology, Dorothy Baruch a 
doctorate in psychology. Sidonie Gruenberg had advanced education, 
while Marian Faegre was an academic.!” None of these women was 
actively partisan, but their standards almost inevitably challenged Victo- 
rian assumptions about female emotionality and the differences between 
men and women. And while many other popularizers were men, some 
of these, like D. H. Thom, worked closely with the women experts of 
the Children’s Bureau in what was increasingly a coeducational field. 

The new experts were also frequently aware of their role in helping to 
set common standards for a nation that had seemed, around 1900, 
dangerously fragmented by labor strife and diverse waves of immigra- 
tion. The 1920s launched the period of new attention to Americaniza- 
tion, and many of the new popularizers played a role in educational and 
media efforts to move toward a common culture.'? This mood did not 
require that Victorian standards be altered, but it did help generate a 
sense that older values might be reevaluated and that some innovation 
might forward the process of reducing divisions in American values. 

Finally, the new experts were conduits through which the impact of 


“Impersonal, but Friendly” 203 


certain striking events could affect advice about emotional standards. 
Advice in the 1920s and 1930s was colored by American reactions to 
the perceived irrationality and childishness of European warmongers, 
stirred initially by the fears roused during World War I and its after- 
math. We have seen that some popularizations, particularly those deal- 
ing with grief, delighted in contrasting American rationality with Euro- 
pean ungoverned impulse. Connections grew more explicit with the 
advent of Nazism and World War II, particularly with regard to growing 
concern about anger—or, more properly, about what was now termed 
“aggression”? — in light of such sweeping evidence of what untrammeled 
rage could do to a civilized society.!? It is hard to determine how 
much the atmosphere of the world war years colored basic changes in 
emotional standards, but there is no question that individual experts and 
whole schools of thought, such as behaviorism, were affected by a desire 
to define standards of socialization that would keep Americans free from 
the madness they thought they saw in other parts of the world. 

Experts and popularizers alone do not an emotional culture make. 
There is a tendency among some historically minded students of changes 
in emotional culture to ignore issues of authorship, treating their sources 
as automatic reflections of larger and more interesting changes in the 
society around them. Indeed, the new breed of popularizers who were 
cutting their teeth in the 1920s largely mirrored developments in the 
economy and in wider culture that in turn serve as the principal explana- 
tions of why emotional standards shifted away from Victorianism. In 
addition, only these larger factors account for the growing audience for 
the experts—the people who thronged to the lectures of the marriage 
counselors, for example, or who gobbled up the stories in Esquire or the 
advice columns in Parents’ Magazine. Furthermore, specific intellectual 
schools among the experts largely pale beside the broader changes that 
their theories mirrored. Behaviorism, as we have seen, played a role in 
some of the new emotional standards, though Watson’s theories were 
not uniformly adopted and particularly affected revisions in the areas of 
fear and motherlove. By the 1940s the somewhat greater Freudian in- 
fluence ushered in certain changes in popularized advice, while the 
growth of a more permissive attitude symbolized by the early Dr. Spock, 
which was deliberately directed against behaviorism, modified emotional 
norms in a few cases. In general, however, the new emotionological 
trends overrode the seemingly vital fluctuations in dominant psychologi- 
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cal schools.*° The attack on anger, the concern about sibling jealousy, 
even the substantial downgrading of motherlove, which had gained 
impetus from behaviorism, largely continued in the years of Spockian 
permissiveness. Again, we must not let attention to authorship of advice 
unduly simplify our understanding of causation or lead us into every fad 
and byway of expert enthusiasm. The fundamental trends ran deeper. 

Still, shifts in expertise both reflect and help account for a number of 
features of the new approach to emotional standards. Secularization 
increased, with divine support and heavenly reward increasingly with- 
drawing from emotions of all sorts. New data helped generate the grow- 
ing focus on emotional guidance for very young children. Concern about 
healthy personalities and smooth interpersonal relationships, the domi- 
nant themes in advice psychology, began to outstrip explicitly moral 
goals. This in turn played a role not only with regard to overall emo- 
tional intensity but also in the new aversion to guilt and the effort to use 
embarrassment to signal maladjustment in emotional expression. New 
kinds of training produced different views of the gender implications of 
emotional standards.*! Thus, analyzing the new breed of experts helps 
explain the timing of the redefinition of basic emotional culture, and 
also some of the directions this new definition took. 


Family 


Two strands of change within the middle-class family fed into the grow- 
ing preoccupation with intensity, and they most definitely help explain 
the almost desperate search for innovative guidance from the experts. 
The more familiar of these involved gender, but the more significant 
centered on parent-child relations. 

By the 1920s social interactions between men and women were 
changing rapidly, both before family formation and during marriage. 
The Victorian life course had entailed a considerable period of separa- 
tion between women and young men, who they moved away from their 
parents and into the company of other men while they decided on 
careers and launched their first efforts. This was the time when men 
formed intense emotional bonds with each other, sometimes as room- 
mates, and when they joined the fraternal lodges that burgeoned during 
the nineteenth century. With marriage, typically around the age of thirty, 
more involvement with women occurred, but lodge activity might persist 
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and contact was further limited by the sheer length of the working day, 
which was sometimes supplemented by periods of isolation in the male 
sanctuary upon return to the home. Even vacations frequently separated 
men from their families.?” 

Family time for men may have begun to increase as early as the 
1880s. Certainly by the 1920s evidence of heightened paternal involve- 
ment with families began to proliferate. Meanwhile, dating activities 
brought men into social contact with women earlier, during high school 
or college. For the middle class, dating was a social and sexual activity 
removed from active thoughts of marriage, at least until the college 
years, but it represented a huge departure from the male-oriented social- 
izing of the nineteenth century. Not surprisingly, lodge membership 
began to plummet during the 1920s. Within marriage, there was an 
increase in social activities that joined husband and wife, as studies 
like that of Middletown suggested. Card playing and other home-based 
entertainments brought the sexes into contact with each other, reducing 
gender distinctions in social patterns. Parties that sometimes involved 
carefully, if subtly, regulated sexual games among husbands and wives 
from different families began to appear in the middle-class social scene 
from the 1920s onward.”4 | 

In a variety of respects, then, from the teen years onward, social 
contact between men and women increased rather strikingly over the 
levels of the Victorian era. The term ‘“‘companionate marriage” has 
been coined to describe precisely these social patterns, which were also 
recommended by the new breed of marriage counselors.” This was no 
breakthrough toward gender equality, but it was nevertheless a substan- 
tial shift in the interactions between men and women. Even as the 
change confirmed women’s domestic role by emphasizing family com- 
panionship, it also signaled the need to adjust some of the emotional 
disparities that had been fundamental to Victorian culture. 

Obviously, new contacts increased the pressures against specific emo- 
tions like jealousy. Particularly before the rise of “steady” dating late in 
the 1930s, dating deliberately involved contacts with various individuals 
from the opposite sex, which burdened a jealous temperament almost 
unbearably. Increased socializing might also, as Esquire noted, have 
prompted some rethinking of love, on grounds that transcendent close- 
ness amid daily socializing was too much of a good thing.*® 

The larger implications of these new social patterns affected overall 
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judgments of intensity. Now that men and women socialized with each 
other on a more routine basis, efforts to define the genders in terms of 
radically different emotional styles almost inevitably came under ques- 
tion. This in turn altered the framework in which emotions such as fear 
or anger were evaluated, adding to research findings that also blurred 
distinctions between boys and girls. Insistence on special emotional cour- 
age for males made less sense when smooth relations between men and 
women headed the agenda. Motherlove, of course, fell victim to the 
same homogenizing impulse, as did channeled anger for men. Because 
many emotional intensities preached in Victorian culture had also served 
to define gender identity, the reduction of gender as a category in social 
relations inevitably reshaped consideration of passion as well. Love was 
no longer the intense emotion that enabled men and women to transcend 
their differences. Gender distinctions remained, and the attack on ro- 
mantic love in one facet of male culture can even be seen as an innova- 
tive reaction against the dissolving of prior emotional divisions. But the 
Victorian staples no longer served, and with this there was a decline in 
openness to the kinds of intensities that would help men establish their 
particular qualities, would help women establish theirs, and would help 
both overcome their differences in love.” 

Relations between parents and children changed at least as much as 
did social interactions between men and women. However, these 
changes are harder to trace if only because rhetoric could so obscure 
reality. Well into the twentieth century, middle-class readers liked to 
hear about how important children were and how well they were being 
treated in this enlightened age. The proclamation of the new era as the 
“century of the child” picked up on this whiggish theme of progress.”° 
At this level Victorian fascination with children seemed to be gaining 
ground as more families realized the centrality of parent-child relations 
while casting aside some of the more brutal or heedless treatments of the 
past. In some respects, of course, as in child health, the proclamations of 
progress were true; but in descriptions of emotional standards they 
could easily mislead. 

Advice givers were clearly urging parents to regard children, including 
very young children, as far more problematic, vulnerable, and downright 
difficult than their Victorian counterparts. Nineteenth-century belief in 
an innocent blank slate was declining in favor of implicit belief in a host 
of ingrained fears and hostilities. Parents must not only avoid giving 


“Impersonal, but Friendly” 207 


bad examples; they must also actively organize emotional and material 
support systems to help children overcome innate jealousies or anxieties. 
Further, these same parents might not have quite the automatic fund of 
emotional virtues as had been available in the Victorian assumption of 
transcendent maternal love. In a variety of ways, then, parenting was 
becoming harder, at least according to the prescriptive literature. One 
explanation for this persistent complication of the parental task, this 
new view of children as problems, lay in the desire of the popularizers to 
get their rhetorical foot in the door, to persuade an audience that outside 
advice was essential. But real changes in parent-child contacts were in 
fact occurring. These changes, in turn, involved both shifts in adult 
caretaking and alterations in the emotional experiences of young chil- 
dren themselves. 

Parents in the middle class had more direct contact with their young 
children by the 1920s than had been common previously. The use of 
live-in servants declined in the middle class from the 1890s onward.*? 
Day servants were now often drawn from groups seen as even more 
different from the middle class than nineteenth-century domestics had 
been, and quite apart from the sheer reduction in servant availability, 
they were less likely to be used for child care. Beginning in the 1920s 
proper, coresidence by older relatives, particularly grandparents or 
maiden aunts, also began to decline steadily,°° which further reduced the 
range of adults able to participate in daily child care. This weakening of 
the extended family in initial response to the growth of an urban, 
industrial society occurred after a century in which it had actually gained 
ground. The change was often compounded, at least on a day-to-day 
basis, by suburbanization, which absorbed more and more levels of the 
urban middle class from the 1880s onward.?! Changes of this sort 
inherently increased the intensity of parent-child contacts and potentially 
also the burdens on the parents involved. 

Continued reduction of the birth rate, while limiting the pressure on 
parents on a numerical basis, also compounded the starkness of parent- 
child interactions. There were fewer older children to help with later 
child care and to serve as buffers between young children and their 
parents. A second child, as a result, was likely to direct a great deal more 
emotional attention to parents than was common in larger broods. 
Certain kinds of emotional intensities, including sibling jealousy, tend to 
increase in small families, where children do not see themselves as part 


208 “Impersonal, but Friendly” 


of a larger group with mutual responsibilities for their own maintenance, 
but rather focus directly on ties to parents.7* With two- and three-child 
families becoming the norm in the middle class by 1900, and with the 
birth rate declining further thereafter, parental awareness and experience 
of distressing emotional signals from children readily increased. Emo- 
tions were more focused, and there were fewer intermediaries. 

Finally, children’s experiences also changed. Starting in infancy, they 
became more likely to sleep alone. Middle-class Victorian families rou- 
tinely had children sleep together, which set patterns of physical and 
emotional relationship that extended to later friendships. This practice 
was abandoned beginning around 1900 and was actively disapproved 
by many experts between 1920 and 1940. Individuation, separate space 
and separate toys, became the key to proper socialization and avoidance 
of emotional complications.” At the same time, however, these new 
practices could increase the anxiety of very young children, now placed 
in a separate room at a very tender age. Growing reports of fears of the 
dark and of noise might well have sprung not only from new discoveries 
about childish irrationality but also from new stresses in the experience 
of childhood itself. The immaturity of children, their incapacity to be- 
have “rationally,” could gain new emphasis in this atmosphere, helping 
to make immaturity a badge of emotional incompetence when applied 
to adult behaviors as well. 

The net effect of these changes clearly established some of the context 
for the growing perception of children as emotionally vulnerable, prone 
to ungovernable extremes unless carefully guided and manipulated. The 
resulting increase in pressure on adults may well have developed some 
new ambivalences about infants that, while normally repressed, may 
have added yet another ingredient to the desire to keep emotional levels 
down. The attack on intensity, in other words, reflected new tensions in 
the parent-child experience and some attempt on the part of parents to 
project their own turmoils onto their children, to cope with their own 
need to suppress by insisting that children learn early on to keep emo- 
tional burners on low. Parents afraid to acknowledge their own sexual 
jealousy, for example, could focus new attention on sibling squabbles. 
Parents tenser with children’s emotions than they liked to admit could 
express some of their feelings by urging the kids to stop acting like 
babies and learn to keep cool. 

Innovations in family life, particularly the rapid reduction of the birth 


“Impersonal, but Friendly” 209 


rate, also influenced intellectual judgments on the family, in Europe as 
well as the United States. Rudolph Binion has highlighted the new 
hostility to the family in literature from the 1880s onward as authors 
began to focus on deviant sexuality, oppression of children and women, 
and the stifling effects of family life on all its members. He attributes this 
literary revulsion to two main factors: the anxieties resulting from the 
newly nonprocreative nature of sexuality attendant on birth rate reduc- 
tion; and the rising emotional intensity within families attempting to 
realize Victorian norms within a smaller, more intimate framework. 
Certainly the literary current helped set the stage for the defiant modern- 
ism that in turn attacked conventions of jealousy and familial grief by 
the 1920s. It may also have mirrored deeper tensions within the middle- 
class family itself that moved toward deintensification in reaction to the 
guilts and uncertainties generated by unprecedented levels of birth con- 
trol, as parents worried about the ethics of contraception and the goals 
of family life with the experience of parenthood reduced.** 

Whatever the more pervasive psychological undercurrents for the 
literary attack on family might have been, there is no question that by 
the 1920s changes in parent-child contacts and in gender relations had 
departed from Victorian norms, often in directions participants did not 
fully or frankly grasp. These changes in turn helped spark reconsidera- 
tion of specific emotional standards, making emotions such as jealousy 
and fear more problematic. More generally, they encouraged a redefini- 
tion of desirable emotional pitch. Shifts in family relations thus coin- 
cided, both in overall timing and in direction, with the factors that most 
clearly defined the new emotional culture. These factors emanated from 
economic structure and from new anxieties about the body. 


The Consumer Society 


More and more Americans were becoming entranced by the joys of 
consumerism in the decades around 1900—there is no historical mys- 
tery to uncover here.*» Advertisements became more elaborate, depart- 
ment store displays more extravagant, the sheer delight in buying new 
items more pronounced. What consumerism meant in real, middle-class 
life is not, however, fully clear as yet. The emotional implications of 
consumerism help clarify its meaning, while rising consumer commit- 
ment in turn explains many of the changes in emotional culture. Some 
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relationships between consumerism and emotion are fairly obvious,°° 
but the crucial link with intensity, less visible on the surface, proves 
particularly revealing. 

Consumerism was not new at the turn of the century. Elements of a 
new passion for goods, with emotional implications such as impul- 
siveness and a new tendency to define personal identity through things, 
have been traced back to the eighteenth century. However, consumerism 
took on a dramatic new shape in the twentieth century, not only because 
of the greater abundance of goods but also because of a deeper impact 
on personal meanings. The incorporation of attachments to things into 
emotionology was a symptom of this intensification. Several distinct 
changes in tone emerged in the early twentieth century, providing the 
context for heightened links with emotion. Commercial notices, for 
example, shifted from dry, largely informational headings to more 
frankly emotional appeals, suggesting that buyers could achieve better 
ways of life by purchasing particular products. Thus as late as the 1890s, 
advertisements for silk goods came in the form of statements of price 
and utility in newspaper product lists, but thereafter they stressed a 
carefree mood and more than a bit of sexuality. Increasingly, illustrative 
materials accompanied slogans such as a department store’s lure, “To 
feel young and carefree, buy our silk.” Department stores were also 
remodeled in the early decades of the twentieth century to stress larger, 
more evocative store windows and displays. Charged adjectives like 
“alluring,” “bewitching,” “enticing” —or, for more domestic products, 
“healthy,” “sanitary,” “‘warm’’—became staples in promotional cam- 
paigns. The range of goods themselves steadily expanded. The bicycle 
served as the first relatively expensive mass sales item widely purchased 
in the middle class that was not fairly directly related to needs (however 
elaborately defined) of food, clothing, or shelter. The 1880s craze em- 
phasized the recreational and pleasurable functions of bicycles. Cosmet- 
ics, automobiles, and a wealth of other products added to the list during 
the first decades of the twentieth century, while even more ordinary 
goods, like soap, were pushed well beyond any definable necessity.” 
The idea of a new stage of consumerism taking shape by the early 1900s 
seems well founded. 

This heightened middle-class consumer interest, in turn, had several 
effects on emotional standards. First and most obviously, it encouraged 
the growing penchant to distinguish between pleasant and unpleasant 
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emotions.’ Consumers sought products that made them feel good 
and shunned those that did not; not surprisingly, emotional standards 
increasingly moved in the same direction. Thus emotions like grief, 
which clearly involved pain and in addition could promote relatively 
few goods outside the services of the undertaker, came in for reexamina- 
tion, were held up to the new light of consumer pleasures and found 
wanting. 

The decline of guilt was an obvious result of heightened consumerism. 
Advertisers explicitly contended with possible guilt at self-indulgence, 
urging buyers to take a kind of pleasure in acquisition that would be 
untainted by internal emotional warnings.°? In a consumerist context, 
guilt clearly joined the list of bad emotions. 

Growing consumerism also encouraged a new informality, a sense of 
loosening standards. Advertisers depended on impulse. A highly regu- 
lated atmosphere, in which firm social hierarchy prevailed, was not 
conducive to sales or to the open enjoyment of things, and so, as many 
sociologists of emotion have noted, this atmosphere gradually changed. 
Here was a clear source of the new emotional standards, which carried 
fewer firm prohibitions and claimed more expressiveness and openness. 
Certainly, consumer culture in the United States highlighted a strong 
democratic ingredient, emphasizing the wide availability of goods rather 
than rigid status groups,*? and this in turn promoted reassessment of 
certain emotions, like anger, that could be associated with defense of 
hierarchy. Smooth relations—including of course customer relations— 
rather than divisions based on entitlements to emotions like anger gained 
new emphasis in harmony with consumer values. 

Consumerism also promoted the use of goods to deflect emotional 
stress. Beginning in the 1920s emotional advice conveyed this compensa- 
tory strategy in a variety of different contexts. Jealous or potentially 
jealous children should be distracted by access to their own clothes, toys, 
and room. Grandparents were told to bring gifts for a jealous sibling 
when offering traditional presents to a new baby or a birthday child. 
Children’s fears might be approached through the lure of things, as in 
the suggestion that candy be used to draw a reluctant child into a 
darkened room. Some anger advice suggested that directing rage at 
things (rather than people) was a possible outlet for emotions otherwise 
best kept under wraps. The evolution of Esquire magazine implied that 
things might even be used to replace excessive love, as the magazine 
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turned men’s attention away from debates over romance toward a diet 
of travel, records, cars, and gadgets.*! 

Finally, the use of goods as distractions could easily be transformed 
into a use of goods as a focus for intense attachments that were now no 
longer available in relationships. A logic of consumerism, indeed, in- 
volved winning satisfactions through acquisition that previously might 
have been won through passions like love or even anger. This point is 
no mere theoretical construct. Extremes such as the new disease of 
kleptomania showed how the passion for things could consume consum- 
ers in an atmosphere in which displays of goods gained a new place in 
the daily routine.* 

Children, newly problematic in family and emotional life, were ex- 
posed to the new effort to equate emotions and things early on as part 
of the attempt to guide them away from emotional extremes. Toys were 
of course used as distractions in many distressing situations, and while 
the technique was surely not brand new, its frequency increased as the 
range and importance of manufactured toys steadily expanded. Most 
revealing in this connection was the advent of new kinds of dolls. Dolls, 
of course, were no innovation of the turn-of-the-century decades. During 
most of the nineteenth century, however, dolls had been rather expensive 
items and had been designed primarily for older children. Their func- 
tions, while not divorced from emotion, were defined primarily in terms 
of utility and aesthetics.4* Dolls were intended to teach various kinds of 
learning and developmental skills and (particularly after the Civil War) 
an appreciation for fashion—the latter especially for the younger girls. 
By the 1890s an emotional role for dolls began to be suggested; com- 
ments were made to the effect that dolls might serve as objects of 
attachment to replace fathers absent at work. By this point also, girls 
were urged to use dolls for training in grief; doll funerals and other 
rituals were encouraged, as were such objects as doll coffins. Still, how- 
ever, most dolls remained stiff, fragile creatures destined more for admi- 
ration and role playing than for deep affection, and the fascinating 
effort at grief involvement was designed for middle childhood, not the 
impressionable early years. 

This situation changed in part because of new technology that al- 
lowed American manufacturers to displace European importers and to 
provide a succession of soft, cuddly creatures, including the famous 
American teddy bear, that were directed at infants of both sexes. In 
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preventing German exports, World War I completed the process of 
converting doll production to domestic centers and to products designed 
for physical contact rather than fragile items designed for aesthetic 
admiration. Rag dolls of all sorts proliferated, and the conversion to 
dolls that looked like children (or young animals) rather than adults 
was completed.*4 

At the same time dolls for older children, increasingly varied and 
numerous, became enmeshed in a variety of fantasy productions. Chil- 
dren’s stories supplemented the use of dolls by providing settings in 
which dolls expressed and received a variety of emotions. Children were 
encouraged to display attachment to dolls, and on their own they might 
also turn dolls into objects of rage or jealousy. Above all, dolls were 
increasingly designed to act as children or siblings, with their child 
owners being encouraged to feel parental or sisterly emotion toward 
them. Not surprisingly, in this new climate dolls began for the first time 
to receive comment from childrearing authorities and popularizers. 
Some objected to the kinds of fantasies that dolls stimulated: “‘Why 
foster a craving for novelty and variety that life cannot satisfy?” A 
minister blasted teddy bears as substitute objects of affection that cor- 
rupted the maternal instinct. More observers, however, commented on 
the positive roles dolls could play in emotional life. Thus teddy bears 
“may have robbed childhood of one of its terrors” —the fear of ani- 
mals.*> The importance of the new dolls’ cuddly qualities was empha- 
sized, both because they facilitated girls’ acquisition of maternal instincts 
and, more generally, because they provided infants of both sexes with a 
concrete, reliable focus for attachments. A 1932 observer in Hygeia put 
the point directly, though stiffly: “With the realization of the psy- 
chologic importance of the child’s early years, there has arisen a new 
need, that of definite toys of peace and a technic of presenting play 
material that will furnish the right background and associations for 
feelings.” 4¢ Or, in an article of 1914: “Children’s affections [have] come 
to center around the toys with which they have lived and played.” For 
infants, parents were advised to “choose a soft animal; the affections as 
yet are very physical, and this is known as the ‘cuddling’ age.”*” The 
link between dolls and other toys and children’s emotions, though not 
an invention of the twentieth century, was almost certainly expanding. 

The early use of dolls and other toys as emotional focuses for young 
children, followed by the deliberate use of material objects to distract 


214 “Impersonal, but Friendly” 


from emotional excess, linked consumerism to the socialization process 
and the perceived problems of children’s lack of mature control. There 
was no plot here, no foul machinations by toymakers or other consumer 
gurus to ensnare minds and passions; rather, growing consumer inter- 
ests, increasingly recognized by parents and childrearing authorities, 
were fit into the experience of growing up just as new questions about 
children’s emotions were being posed. By the 1920s many middle-class 
Americans were being taught that intense emotion might more safely be 
directed toward artifacts than toward people and that acquisition might 
compensate for the limits to emotional spontaneity in other facets of life. 
And they began learning these lessons in infancy with the endearing toys 
that now crowded their cribs. In this sense consumerism went beyond its 
more obvious function of downgrading unpleasant emotions to undercut 
emotional intensity in interpersonal relations more generally. 


Bureaucracy and the Service Sector: A New Functionalism 


Changes in middle-class family life and the increasing emphasis on con- 
sumerism in American society helped reshape emotional culture. These 
factors explain major developments like the good-bad dichotomy and 
the growing focus on early childhood, and they contributed to the 
aversion to intensity. Trends in both areas, however, accumulated over 
several decades; they do not fully account for the emergence of the new 
emotional culture from the 1920s onward. Furthermore, while they are 
relevant to issues of intensity, they do not fully describe the new interest 
in self-control. Shifts in family patterns, for example, explain new con- 
cerns about children but not the growing emphasis on rationality. To 
achieve greater chronological precision and to account for a larger num- 
ber of the actual directions of twentieth-century emotionology, we must 
consider other changes in economic structure that had accumulated by 
the 1920s. 

The growth of managerial bureaucracies, particularly in corporations 
but also in sectors such as school administrations and other public 
agencies, called for new qualities that were different from the real or 
imagined virtues of the Victorian entrepreneur. Sports goals were rede- 
fined, for example, with football gaining on baseball in part because it 
seemed to inculcate teamwork more fully.*® At the same time, the rise of 
the service sector, with a growing number of jobs in sales, clerical work, 
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and the like, called for what came to be called “people skills,” which 
had received far less emphasis in the production-oriented nineteenth 
century. On the whole, these skills were also required in bureaucratic 
hierarchies, at least in the middle ranks. Finally, though on a more 
subsidiary level, these developments also brought growing numbers of 
middle-class women into the labor force, at least briefly before marriage, 
and this had its own influence on the emotional tenor of work.*? 

These developments, maturing by the 1920s, undercut the previous 
functional basis for emotional norms. They called for new definitions, 
including new goals in the emotional socialization of children. They 
supported the kinds of experts who were beginning to voice defense of 
new standards.°° Finally, the shifts in American economic structure 
generated an audience for the new goals: managerial and service-sector 
personnel would, at least by the 1930s and 1940s, take the lead in 
internalizing twentieth-century emotional strategies, including the im- 
plicit but pervasive interest in avoiding undue intensity. 

Several of the landmark studies of emotion in the twentieth century 
have illustrated the link between changes in occupational structure and 
emotional standards. Arlie Hochschild’s examination of employer ma- 
nipulation of emotion focused on the service sector. She paid particular 
attention to female employees like flight attendants, who were enjoined 
to smile and avoid spontaneous emotional response regardless of provo- 
cation. She found that this injunction affected not only the employees’ 
experiences of their jobs but also their emotional reactions in other 
relationships. The Dutch sociologists who have emphasized the new 
informality, in which emotions are presented carefully depending on 
context, have similarly highlighted the bureaucracies of the later twenti- 
eth century, where at least superficial democracy reduces detailed rules 
of emotional conduct but where the need to manifest appropriate re- 
sponses and avoid embarrassment continues to define important con- 
straints.>! 

In the United States the impact of new work settings became manifest 
during the 1920s. It was at this point that department store personnel 
programs increased their efforts to make sales clerks conform to middle- 
class norms in dress and demeanor. It was at this point that advice books 
for would-be secretaries (male as well as female) began to emphasize the 
need for emotional control, shifting away from the stress on honesty and 
punctuality that had dominated behavioral sections of corresponding 
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manuals in the 1880s. And it was at this point that Elton Mayo, mani- 
festing the middle-class aversion to undue anger that in the nineteenth 
century had focused almost exclusively on the home, began to apply his 
standards to shop-floor tactics, sketching the ventilationist approach 
that would spread widely in children’s socialization as well as in work 
settings in subsequent decades. During the 1920s (with a bit of prepara- 
tion during World War I) Mayo and other industrial psychologists also 
contended that new kinds of emotional restraint were needed in job 
areas where female employees were beginning to play a role, however 
subordinate. Women, so the new common wisdom argued, could not 
take the emotional rough-and-tumble that Victorian work had entailed, 
breaking down in tears at signs of anger on the part of supervisors. 
Moreover, women brought new jealous backbiting to the job floor, 
which must be nipped in the bud by an insistence on rational control.>? 
It was at this point, finally, that Dale Carnegie and other business advice 
leaders began to stress the need for a combination of strict emotional 
control and an appearance of effusive bonhomie for salesmen or manag- 
ers. Carnegie’s approach in essence argued for manipulation of the 
salesman’s emotional arsenal such that a less rational, more openly 
emotional customer would be completely disarmed, charmed, and ready 
to buy.’ The 1920s, in sum, saw the inauguration on a variety of fronts 
of new standards for managing emotional intensity and a new group of 
experts eager to implement those standards because of the nature of job 
requirements in a bureaucratic, service-oriented environment. Reveal- 
ingly, while some of the standards were also suggested for factory labor, 
they were never pushed as hard in the blue-collar sector as they were for 
managers, clerks, and salespeople. 

In this new campaign, particular emotions that might interfere with 
smooth bureaucratic or customer relations received the most elaborate 
comment. Managers and salesmen must keep a lid on their anger lest 
they provoke subordinates or antagonize buyers. Thus many of the 
retraining courses and much of the personnel advice directed to the new 
clerical and managerial middle class from the 1920s onward focused on 
anger, with a few remarks on jealousy added in. But there was a larger 
theme of rationality that could call any threat to careful emotional 
control into question. Mayo, for example, argued in 1933 that modern 
industrial life does “predispose workers to obsessive response” —to pre- 
cisely the kind of emotion-driven irrationality that could so disrupt 
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smooth production and harmonious bureaucracies.°* Mayo’s response, 
which was to employ company psychologists to counsel emotionally 
fervent personnel, implied that emotions interfered with economic objec- 
tives much more than problems between labor and capital did and, 
further, that emotional intensity could be “‘cured.”’ Aversion to intensity, 
then, followed from the work goals attached to dominant American 
business organization and occupational structure by the second quarter 
of the twentieth century. 

The contrast with Victorian functionalism was marked. Victorian 
emotional standards were designed to separate work from family, 
whereas experts à la Mayo were eager to harmonize work and family 
under more general strategies of intensity control. The frequent con- 
tention that work problems most commonly resulted from domestic 
turmoil or poor upbringing revealed the new holistic approach, which in 
turn argued against any emotional locus for intense expressions whatso- 
ever. Whereas Victorian standards had helped separate the genders, the 
growing service economy called for standards that would subsume both 
men and women, at least to the point where they could work smoothly 
together in the same space. Whereas Victorian standards emphasized 
emotional respectability as part of a definition of social class, twentieth- 
century work, in the broader context of consumerism, downplayed for- 
mal hierarchy in favor of wider emotional rules that would reduce 
intensity for all parties.’ The only class factor still implicitly granted 
was the emphasis on training for the managerial middle class primarily. 
Finally, Victorian standards had highlighted emotions, particularly for 
men, that could serve as vibrant motivations, where fervor and con- 
trolled channeling could combine to prompt high achievement. The new 
economic setting, though never specifically belittling achievement goals, 
clearly placed smooth human relations at the forefront, again attacking 
emotional intensities that might make it harder for people to get along 
in the fast-growing offices and stores. 

While work needs produced the functionalist pressure to redefine 
emotional goals, the resulting standards were felt in the home as well as 
on the job. Personnel counselors, trying to shift the blame for job ten- 
sions to the domestic front, implied the need to control intensity across 
the board. As Hochschild has shown, full-blown programs of workplace 
emotional management inevitably carried over into domestic life— 
though this extension was not necessarily present in the initial job cam- 
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paigns of the 1920s and 1930s. Arguments for proper emotional social- 
ization of children—prevention of harmful accumulations of ungov- 
erned anger, fear, or jealousy ——commonly mentioned the requirements 
of successful adjustment to work as one of the central adult realities that 
must be anticipated by careful parental strategies. This popularization, 
which began in the 1920s, stood in contrast to Victorian manuals that 
had connected socialization to work mainly through discussions of chan- 
neled anger or courage. 

The childrearing advisers did not specifically articulate their aware- 
ness of a new economic structure, but their overall approach suggested a 
level of awareness that at times spilled over into actual vocabulary. In 
the first edition of his immensely popular baby book, Dr. Spock repeated 
essentially Victorian advice about anger, arguing that parents must help 
children learn that the emotion had no place in the home but also 
that, properly directed, it could be a useful spur. Spock noted that the 
competitive drive resulting from anger would be useful when children 
grew up to become hard-driving businessmen or farmers. A bit more 
than a decade later, and in all subsequent editions, Spock’s advice 
changed, as did his career references. By the 1960s children’s anger 
should be firmly controlled in all circumstances, for the emotion was 
both dangerous and valueless. Rather than teach children how to chan- 
nel their aggressive energies toward useful goals, parents should help 
children minimize intensity by harmless verbalizing; anger itself should 
have no place in the development of their emotional makeup. Reveal- 
ingly, when Spock now referred to the work goals for which children 
were being prepared, his examples came from the areas of management 
and sales, where smooth personalities and emotional control held pride 
of place.°® Spock’s conversion on this point, though helpfully explicit, 
was a bit late; others had realized earlier that the economic role models 
of the nineteenth century had faded from fashion, and with them the 
kinds of emotions in which children should be schooled. More generally, 
the growing emphasis on the need to overcome emotional immaturity 
resulted from the fact that children’s innate emotional turmoil was 
recognized at the same time that modern work heightened the demand 
for systematic control] of intensity. Small wonder that avoidance of 
intensity, not only in clearly disruptive categories like anger but also in 
more benign staples such as motherlove, became such a dominant theme. 

Finally, evidence appearing by the late 1930s delineates the final 
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puzzle piece in this functionalist approach to cultural change: the fami- 
lies that most eagerly bought into the new advice literature on emotional 
control came from the sectors of the middle class most involved in the 
managerial and service occupations. Arthur Jersild’s polling data about 
levels of parental concern over children’s emotional problems, including 
sibling jealousy, show that suburban families easily exceeded all others. 
The urban upper class and working class both lagged, rating other, 
nonemotional issues with children considerably more important. Miller 
and Swanson’s 1950s survey of Detroit families similarly showed, with 
a more extensive database, that managerial families were most interested 
in the newer approaches to childrearing, paying particular attention to 
strict emotional control by parent and child alike. Older middle-class 
families and traditional blue-collar families were noticeably less inter- 
ested. Parents from entrepreneurial families, for example, admitted that 
they were far more likely than their managerial counterparts to punish 
children when angry and were less concerned if their children were angry 
as a result of discipline.°’ That this same division generated a growing 
audience for the new standards was suggested in a number of other 
studies, particularly focused on the suburbs, of parents who explicitly 
sought (or claimed to seek) to counter the emotional guidelines their 
own parents had emphasized.°* Again, persistent economic change 
forced the reconsideration of Victorian emotionology and the develop- 
ment of norms in which intensity played no legitimate role. The same 
change spread from the workplace to other sites, including the family 
and childrearing, and it also produced the sectors of the middle class 
(some newly risen from labor and immigrant ranks) most attuned to the 
advice that resulted. A new functionalism assured both a radical shift in 
standards and a basis for their dissemination. 

The economic shifts persisted, gaining momentum over time and so 
increasing the pressure to redefine emotional norms and to accept the 
redefinitions first widely sketched in the 1920s. Managerial bureaucra- 
cies became ever larger and more visible in terms of defining probable 
adult economic roles. The service sector, with its ubiquitous people- 
pleasing requirements, grew still more rapidly, and by the 1950s televi- 
sion, staffed by service-sector workers par excellence, helped translate 
the ever-smiling models of service success into daily viewing. The fuller 
participation of women in the work force during the 1950s and 1960s 
extended this aspect of the service economy, adding female stereotypes 
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of niceness and docility to the existing standards of emotional control 
and putting new pressure on men to master impulses that might seem 
troubling in a dual-gendered job environment. 


Cultural Change: Anxieties over Health and Salvation 


A functionalist approach to twentieth-century emotionology centers on 
the new job structure of an advanced industrial society and is supple- 
mented by attention to shifts in family patterns and rising consumerism. 
This approach accounts for a great deal of the growing aversion to 
intensity in middle-class emotional culture. It targeted anger; it fed 
hostility to jealousy and concerns about the distorting effects of too 
much motherlove; it even contributed to the shifts in grief standards as 
part of the campaign to smooth over any emotional expression that 
could disrupt interpersonal harmony and the even flow of the daily 
routine. 

Yet functionalism, even combined with consideration of other struc- 
tural changes such as twentieth-century demography, should not be 
pressed too far. There is no reason to assume that the twentieth century 
poses an exception to previous episodes of major emotionological re- 
definition, such as the seventeenth—eighteenth centuries and then the 
Victorian era, when cultural factors conjoined with functional factors to 
account for new directions. More concretely, some facets of the twenti- 
eth-century aversion to intensity do not spring clearly from a functional- 
ist framework. Although there is no clear proof that campaigns against 
anger actually improved productivity, and although some cultural as- 
sumptions were already involved in the reactions of Mayo and his 
colleagues, the attempts to suppress anger do seem largely functionalist. 
But the same does not so readily apply to the redefinitions of courage 
and fear. The attack on Victorian interest in courage was fully as im- 
portant a part of the overall move against emotional intensity as any 
other change in the 1920s, yet its link to economic structures is at best 
remote.’ With respect to fear of death specifically, given that society 
was rapidly accommodating to changes in the child mortality rate, func- 
tionalism of another sort might be adduced; and of course changes in 
the actual experience of children and their contacts with adults entered 
in, as we have seen. But for fear in general, and to an extent for 
grief and love, the concern about intensity, though not unrelated to 
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functionalism, is most readily explained by shifts in middle-class culture 
away from the distinctive religious and medical amalgams of Victori- 
anism. This broader cultural change also underlay some of the most 
vivid imagery of the new emotionology, with its anxieties about emo- 
tions that could fester, accumulating much like poison in the body and 
requiring the regulatory equivalent of lancing a boil. 

Relevant cultural change, in turn, included two ingredients. One was 
fairly obvious in the gyrations of self-styled modernists and sober advice 
givers alike, the other much less transparent but probably more widely 
shared and certainly influential. 

Discussions of grief and fear during the 1920s made it clear that 
many popularizers found religious certainties considerably diminished in 
the American middle class. From this stemmed contentions that assur- 
ances of a heavenly reunion might not be credible to alert children, 
who would sense that their parents no longer adhered to the Victorian 
formulas. Prayer was no longer invoked in mainstream advice as a 
means of dealing with fear. The decline of motherlove might also reflect 
a shift in the salience of semireligious imagery.©° To the extent that 
confidence in a benevolent Victorian God declined, a need for greater 
caution in emotional intensity might well have followed: there was no 
divine hand to bring fervent expressions to a successful result, and 
individuals required greater circumspection in tailoring emotions to the 
reactions of others.°! Professed religious belief may have altered less 
fully than the science-based experts contended, however. The factor is 
relevant, but its weight remains difficult to assess. 

There is no question, however, that emotions were assessed in increas- 
ingly secular terms, without the moralistic and spiritualized backdrop 
standard in Victorian emotional discourse. Thus Esquire, attacking nine- 
teenth-century love ideals, blasted their excessive spirituality. Efforts to 
associate love with religious reward now seemed silly, unmodern, given 
the new focus on physical attraction and mutual accommodation. Even 
as the middle class continued to profess some religious commitments, the 
effective utility of religion in helping to guide emotion waned noticeably. 

Growing concern about the inner workings of the body was even 
more widely applicable to the heightened aversion to emotional inten- 
sity. Just as medical routines began to change for the middle class, 
popularizations increasingly highlighted the role of emotions in un- 
seating physical equilibrium and even good health. 
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Belief in the salience of emotions for health was no new discovery, of 
course. Traditional humeral medicine had tended to view bodily changes 
as causing emotion; physical imbalance could prompt outbursts or even 
outright insanity. From Galen onward, however, Western physicians 
and medical commentators referred to the effect of emotion on the body, 
recurrently mentioning the role of love, fear, or grief in causing pains in 
the heart. In seventeenth-century England, William Harvey discussed the 
effect of repressed anger in causing “distressing pain in the chest” on the 
part of one patient. Eighteenth-century investigators still more com- 
monly stressed the role of specific emotional states, notably anger, in 
causing angina and other heart problems. Learned articles frequently 
cited the onset of temper as a cause of death.6? 

While this line of argument continued into the nineteenth century, 
most Victorian physicians, at least until the 1870s, focused more on 
diagnosis than on explanation. Physical symptoms held center stage with 
the introduction of new instruments such as the stethoscope. In the 
popular imagination, judging by dominant emphases in the middle-class 
press, environmental dangers to health easily prevailed over emotional 
links. Until the germ theory was assimilated and serious contagious 
disease began to recede, attention to emotional factors, and particularly 
the idea that emotional intensity could cause bodily harm, remained 
at most a subordinate theme. Moralistic fiction did sometimes punish 
emotional excess with death, though just as commonly a victim of 
emotional misbehavior died or fell ill, causing guilt and remorse on the 
part of the miscreant. The most obvious manipulation of health anxieties 
to regulate middle-class behavior focused not on emotion per se but on 
sex, with the widely disseminated belief that sexual excess or premature 
indulgence could result in ailments ranging from acne through sterility 
to lunacy.°? 

This thinking began to change in the 1870s as earlier medical ideas 
about emotional causation began to blend with growing public concern 
about the pressures of modern life. Two articles appeared in the Popular 
Science Monthly in 1874—1875 on “Induced Disease from the Influence 
of the Passions.” “The passions which act most severely on the physical 
life are anger, fear, hatred, and grief.” Love, it was argued, sustained life 
until it deteriorated into grief or unless it stimulated unduly strenuous 
exertion. Rage disturbed both the “organic nervous chain” and the 
heart, causing major disturbance and in some instances death. The brain 
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could also be paralyzed from rage, leading to “a congestion of the 
vessels of that organ.” Fear and grief could have similar effects, grief for 
example frequently producing irregularity in heartbeat and also stomach 
distress. Worst of all were the occasions in which “‘the passions, excited 
in turn, injure by the combined influence of their action.” The health 
message was clear: “Whenever, from undue excitement of any kind, the 
passions are permitted to overrule the reason, the result is disease; the 
heart empties itself into the brain; the brain is stricken, the heart is 
prostrate, and both are lost.’ Popularizers were also at pains to cite 
new instruments, like the cardiograph, that permitted unprecedented 
measurement of these sometimes unseen inner effects of emotion. At the 
same time, Darwinian work on the evolutionary functions of emotion, 
including preparation for flight or fight, encouraged the revival of inter- 
est in the impact of emotion on the body. 

Victorian emphasis on bodily restraint for the purpose of avoiding 
undue sexuality or contagion certainly did not disappear, but the new 
concern for emotional control in the interest of physical well-being 
began to gain ground. The body might still be seen as a machine, but 
now it was perceived as a machine that might break down, often insidi- 
ously, from within, with unchecked emotions being a major source 
of damage. 

The widely popular commentary on nervous disorders, or neurasthe- 
nia, formed an initial result of this anxiety about the impact on physical 
health of intangible pressures—of what in the later twentieth century 
would be called stress. From the 1880s past 1900, middle-class Ameri- 
cans were regaled with accounts about the deleterious impact of fast- 
paced modern life on the heart, on the circulation, and on sanity.© 
Diagnosis of neurasthenia for the middle class focused on tension or 
dissipation, whereas for lower-class women it was sheer overwork that 
could prompt nervous disorder. Nervous force was seen as human capi- 
tal that must be economized, with caution required to avoid “depleting 
waste.” 

Thus generalized anxieties about trends in modern life helped account 
for the neurasthenia craze. Thereafter, between 1900 and 1930, the pace 
of popular accounts of the ominous link between emotions and health 
stepped up—literally quadrupling over levels in the 1890s. The rise of 
psychology both reflected and fueled the growing effort to see emotional 
control as central to physical well-being. But other, more prosaic factors 
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were also involved; more focused beliefs about the vulnerability of inter- 
nal organs played a role as well. After 1900 the concept of blood 
pressure reached public awareness, with appropriate warnings soon 
attached. Relatedly, the sphygmomanometer was invented in 1896, and 
its increasing use in routine medical checkups brought home to middle- 
class Americans the important mystery of internal conditions within 
their bodies. Attention to inner, organic degeneration increased as well, 
as common contagious diseases came under greater control particularly 
after the influenza epidemic of 1919. While phobias about germs per- 
sisted, the growing significance of degenerative diseases won public no- 
tice. Not coincidentally, efforts to popularize fundraising for and aware- 
ness of cancer gained ground rapidly in the 1920s and 1930s, generating 
the first instance of a successful public campaign over a degenerative 
ailment.°¢ In sum, with the widespread awareness of the nervous pres- 
sures of modern society as a backdrop, practical changes in medical 
routines and disease patterns, supported by wide public discussions, set 
the stage for a much more specific use of health as a measurement of 
appropriate emotional standards. 

As attention shifted from general nervousness to emotionality, initial 
popular commentary focused on the increasingly suspect emotions. An 
article in 1896 described the results of fear: “When under fear’s sway 
the heart beats quickly and violently, and palpitates or knocks against 
the ribs, thus the heart’s action becomes disturbed.” Anger received 
similar attention in 1900 in the Scientific American: “The heart bounds 
or beats rapidly and several cases of death due to cardiac lesion are 
ascribed to anger. Some people have peculiar feelings in the throat and 
mouth, others become dizzy or faint ..., and in twenty cases attacks 
called bilious are ascribed to anger.” One book linked the emotions to 
the growing concern about infants, stating that “children often died of 
violent, mental excitement.” Living Age returned to fear in 1907: “We 
are now informed that the emotion of fear may produce paralysis, 
jaundice, sudden decay of the teeth, erysipelas, eczema and even death.” 
Current Literature discussed the poisons produced by excess passion, 
arguing that hate produces enough chemicals in the body “‘to cause the 
death of perhaps fourscore persons.” Another 1907 article summed up 
the increasing agreement: “Now it is the emotions that are the most 
obvious meeting ground of the flesh and the spirit.”®’ Similarly, the 
Saturday Evening Post told its middle-class audience that “by the time 
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an emotion has fairly got us in its grip .. . the blood-supply of half the 
organs in our body has then powerfully altered, and often completely re- 
versed.” 68 

While blood and heart commanded the most attention, suggesting 
links between new theories about the impact of powerful emotions and 
growing concerns about cardiac awareness, popular articles by 1914 
also noted links to gastric distress. For example, Harper’s Magazine 
brought this new area to public attention: “Not only are the secretory 
activities of the stomach unfavorably affected during strong emotions; 
the movements of the stomach as well, and, indeed, the movements of 
almost the entire alimentary canal, are wholly stopped during excite- 
ment.” The range of damaging emotions expanded as well, an editorial 
in the Independent dryly noting, “We often hear of people dying of 
grief.” The article went on to comment that the literary device of per- 
ishing from heartbreak turned out to be quite accurate in many cases, 
particularly when strong emotion joined with outright physical decay. 
Grief could, in sum, “corrode” internal organs. Extending the same 
thought, “‘love-sickness” was noted as a real malady and no mere poet’s 
fancy; love could produce loss of appetite, dysfunction of the heart, and 
ailments of the lungs and liver. The public also was treated to increas- 
ingly specific comments on emotion’s chemical effects. Living Age dis- 
cussed the production of adrenalin under the sway of emotion, which 
“raises the blood pressure, constricts the smaller blood-vessels ... and 
increases the sugar-content of the blood.” 6 And again, the general point 
continued to be hammered home, as in a 1913 essay in Harper’s Bazaar: 


It is now a fact recognized by scientific experts that many nervous disorders are 
the product of emotions which years before the onset of the illness had not been 
properly controlled, but only repressed or allowed to disguise themselves in 
other forms of self-gratification. 

In the light of what has been said we can understand how to manipulate our 
thoughts and emotions so that we may live healthy and therefore useful lives.”° 


By the 1920s, along with ongoing commentary on the deleterious 
impact of intense emotions on heart, blood, and stomach, popular maga- 
zines increasingly emphasized the lessons to be drawn from the new 
wisdom. “‘The general law is that all peaceful, tranquil, undisturbing 
types of thought tend to act beneficently and helpfully upon all bodily 
organs and functions.... while all of the opposite nature have dis- 
turbing and destructive influences, and tend to produce bodily disor- 
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ders.” In commenting on the role of strong emotions in the poor health 
of war-devastated Europe, the Literary Digest described how people 
“overcome by their emotion, would ... perform all sorts of antics, the 
subjective mentality gaining the ascendancy over the higher centers of 
judgement.” A few comments made an exception for joy, arguing that it 
revived the organism, but otherwise strong passions seemed uniformly 
bad for the health. Thus a 1926 piece on blood pressure in the American 
Magazine argued that even love could damage the system, as opposed to 
a calmer, cheerful but more controlled approach to romance.’! 

Both religious and secular authorities found support for their claims 
in the growing belief in the need for emotional control. Serene faith 
might be a remedy, “allowing our bodies to recover from many ills.” 
John Watson argued in Harper’s that the same result would be achieved 
by a scientifically sound childrearing strategy that would prevent durable 
disruption of the nervous and digestive systems by teaching children 
how to avoid strong emotion, enabling them to “get a grip” on their 
own emotional behavior. In Harper’s in 1922, a Harvard medical school 
professor chimed in with a cautionary essay on “What Strong Emotions 
Do to Us.” After detailing all the standard circulatory, digestive, and 
cardiac issues, Dr. Cannon turned to the proper preventatives: solid 
rational control. “The wise man” is he who accepts problems “‘philo- 
sophically, and so far as possible, turns his attention to other affairs. 
Thus the futile emotional disturbance may be aborted.” A proper mental 
attitude can allow “emotional factors” to be “diverted and minimized to 
insignificance.” 7? 

The early decades of the twentieth century thus saw what one histo- 
rian has termed the “‘somaticization” of psychological tensions. Another 
historian, more vaguely but quite accurately, speaks of a transition from 
fears of forces in the outer world, which were dominant in Western 
culture through the eighteenth century, to fears of inner forces, which 
gained ground during the twentieth century.” The growing anxieties 
about emotion that developed during the initial phases of the shift away 
from Victorian emotionology expressed both the somaticization process 
and the heightened concern about unseen but menacing currents in the 
body’s interior. A new nervousness about health, all the greater for 
uncertainties about the afterlife, helped regulate emotional norms as 
shifts in emotionology participated in other fundamental changes in 
middle-class beliefs. Awareness of the many facets of organic deteriora- 
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tion contributed strongly not only to the growing aversion to intense 
emotional experience but also to some of the specific imagery that 
viewed damaging emotion in terms of inward accumulation and virtual 
poison. This same approach explains why even emotions not particularly 
related to smooth management coordination came under the general 
attack on emotional intensity. Functionalism and a new health culture 
neatly meshed to urge that the passions be kept under strict control. 


Conclusion 


Most of the factors that prompted reconsideration of Victorian emo- 
tional formulas and the generation of a new emotionology predicated on 
more systematic avoidance of intensity gained momentum from about 
1920 onward. Consumerism and the demands of a management-based 
service economy established an increasingly pervasive framework. Shifts 
in gender roles and concerns about children’s behavior continued to 
affect emotional formulas, with post-World War II changes, including 
dramatic loosening of parental supervision over adolescents, adding im- 
portant ingredients. The trajectory of cultural change was perhaps more 
complex. The interwar theme of religious uncertainty waned somewhat, 
and increased recognition of the strength of American religions pro- 
moted some revision of the expert proclamations of the 1920s and 
19308, particularly concerning such emotions as grief. At the same time, 
many secularizing trends continued, including heightened sexuality, 
making most Americans uncomfortable with religiouslike passions as 
opposed to calmer statements of belief. The fascination with health as a 
barometer of emotional control persisted strongly. Magazine articles 
on the subject declined in number as what had been a set of novel 
pronouncements between 1900 and 1930 became part of a common 
fund of wisdom about strategies to avoid high blood pressure or ulcers. 
These beliefs persisted and provided dramatic enforcement to warnings 
about emotional excess. Commentary on the deleterious effects of anger 
recurred, for example, in the 1980s fascination with “type A” personali- 
ties and their proneness to heart attacks.’* The American preoccupation 
with cardiovascular disorder gave rise to theoretical formulations about 
the relationship between a society’s prohibitions and its preferred disease 
emphasis. By the 1970s and 1980s, indeed, health culture and corporate 
functionalism easily conjoined. Training sessions for flight attendants, 
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for example, argued not only that anger must be avoided in order to 
please customers; it must also be avoided in the interests of attendants’ 
health, for not only lack of control of levels of anger but the mere fact 
of the emotion itself could damage the heart. “Pd like to talk to you 
about being angry. I’m not saying you should do it for the passengers. 
I’m saying do it for yourselves.” ”° 

The combination of factors that emerged by the 1920s to produce a 
new emotional culture called on various kinds of change in American 
life. The combination was complex. It guided a new type of popularizing 
expert and motivated a growing audience to seek new directions in 
emotional advice. The combination developed early in the United States; 
a comparable mixture would affect Europe only in the 1960s, and even 
then would lack some specific ingredients such as the particular Ameri- 
can fascination with heart disease.”° The combination explains both the 
need to reformulate Victorian standards and the persistence of the new 
amalgam. It generated powerful changes in what Americans thought 
they should seek in emotional behavior and what anxieties they had 
when they considered deviations from the norm. The same combination 
of causes, finally, explains not only why many Americans were ready to 
listen to new advice but also why this advice was internalized in many 
ways and incorporated in many facets of American life. Because it 
responded to important trends, the new emotional culture had a wide 
array of impacts; it received from the wider society, but it also gave, in 
turn helping to reshape aspects of this society. 


8 


The Impact of the New Standards: 
Controlling Intensity in Real Life 


Most of the disciplines that study emotion in social contexts note the 
relevance of norms to emotional reality.! The evidence from the Vic- 
orian era yields the same conclusion: standards count, even though 
individuals vary around the norm and in general accept innovation 
gradually at best. People work to adjust their expressions of emotion, 
even their self-reports, according to cultural standards, though of course 
they continue to differ in temperament and may also find ways to 
manipulate the cultural system to their personal emotional advantage. 
Even young children pick up emotional cues offered by adult caregivers, 
which means that cultural standards are transmitted as part of a process 
that helps children select among the emotional options available to 
them. 

If it is to have more than passing significance, any analysis of emo- 
tional standards must be able to demonstrate that cultural materials 
have real-life impact. It is tempting to assume as much, but to do so 
would be fraudulent; the assumption must be demonstrated for any 
cultural area or period. The first historians who dabbled explicitly in the 
study of emotion drew oversharp contrasts between one period and the 
next because they did not examine the complexities of impact. Certainly 
it is difficult to determine “actual” emotions in the past, and thus to 
discern how much they shifted to accord with a new emotional culture. 
Evidence is often sketchy, particularly where inner feelings are con- 
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cerned. Even where indications of attitudes exist, people frequently claim 
to adhere to one set of standards while behaving quite differently. This 
is a common problem, for example, in assessing the extent to which 
parents really change their childrearing styles as opposed to learning 
what to tell outside observers, sometimes with the utmost sincerity.° 

But the new standards that developed during the second quarter of 
the twentieth century did have consequences. They changed, at least in 
some measure, the way many Americans thought about various kinds of 
emotional intensities—and/or they reflected these changes. They altered 
the ways in which many Americans responded to other people’s emo- 
tions, creating such a significant bias against strong emotional expres- 
sions that it was often the emotional individual, not the object of his or 
her emotion, who was seen as requiring remediation. The new stan- 
dards, finally, affected a number of social institutions and conventions, 
altering them to reflect a new desire to avoid what was increasingly 
pejoratively regarded as emotionalism. Indeed, the idea of emotionality 
carried a new taint, as the 1960s fascination with the word “cool” 
suggested; more than in the nineteenth century, when the focus had been 
more subtly directed toward inappropriate use or target, open emotion 
now could convey an embarrassing vulnerability.* 

So the requirement for a study of emotional culture can be fulfilled in 
this case. It can be shown that the standards put forward to replace 
Victorianism had impact; the culture counted, and it helps explain a 
variety of changes in American life, from opinion to law. No single study 
can do justice to the range of possible results of a growing aversion to 
intensity, and many areas must be sketched tentatively at best. However, 
enough can be demonstrated to justify recognizing a new set of emo- 
tional signals as a powerful factor for change in middle-class life over 
the past seven decades. 

Aside from the need to acknowledge insufficient evidence and individ- 
ual variation around norms, three issues complicate this final part of the 
analysis of emotional transformation: continuities from the past must be 
acknowledged; problems of timing must be reviewed; and a special 
complexity concerning institutionalization of the new standards must be 
invoked, for certain public outlets deliberately defied the new norms in 
the very process of adjusting to their impact. 

Victorianism did not die overnight. We have seen its persistence in 
periodic reassertions of older grief values, for example, or in the long 
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attachment to channeled anger in some of the most popular childrearing 
manuals. Victorian standards that were susceptible to deintensification 
proved particularly hardy. Thus there was no general movement against 
the idea of love; rather, love was subtly redefined toward reduced fervor. 
Beliefs about gender and emotion easily survived a host of changes, not 
only in culture but also in actual expression; into the 1990s Americans 
reported believing that women were naturally more loving than men, 
men naturally more often angry. Advertising continued to play up a 
special kind of motherlove, at least as it might be expressed in a desire 
to have clean kitchens or satisfied child eaters; this was not the powerful 
Victorian version, to be sure, but it maintained some of the trappings.° 
Continuities from earlier periods had also bedeviled Victorianism— 
there was no sudden conversion to the idea of avoiding anger in punish- 
ing children, for example. But aspects of Victorianism had been prepared 
by previous shifts in emotional culture reaching back to the seventeenth 
or eighteenth century, which had begun to create firmer standards 
against domestic anger and to promote new ideas of love. In contrast, 
the twentieth-century attack on intensity was a more abrupt shift of 
gears away from earlier standards. It is hardly surprising, then, that a 
host of apparent anomalies persisted, even as the new standards were in 
many respects gradually assimilated. 

A new emotional culture yields consequences only over time. While 
parents hastened to assimilate some of the new wisdom about children’s 
fears and jealousies by the later 1920s, a full set of results had to await 
at least a generation, at which point children raised under some attempt 
to incorporate new standards could demonstrate their impact in adult- 
hood and in their own childrearing practices. Thus our focus shifts 
from the 1920s and 1930s to the 1940s and beyond, in some cases 
reaching into quite recent times. This extension of the time frame is 
untidy, but it is entirely logical given the slow process required to 
internalize highly personal new beliefs. My emphasis on the word “cool” 
is in this sense deliberate. “Cool” became a widespread term for an 
appropriate emotional style only in the 1960s, for the full measure of 
the culture occurred thirty to forty years after its effective inception. 
Indeed, the fact that the term has maintained standard popularity among 
youth into the 1990s may plausibly suggest not only the culture’s ongo- 
ing potency but also the continued elaboration of its results. 

As argued earlier, it is necessary to demonstrate that an emotional 
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culture translated into major public institutions and practices in order to 
show that it was more than a meaningless fad. As we have seen, Victo- 
rian emotional culture meets this test fairly readily, whatever the varia- 
tions in individual acceptance might have been. The same holds true for 
twentieth-century culture, but modern middle-class life introduced an 
interesting division. There is evidence that important facets of public life 
reflected the new standards, but it also appears that the very inculcation 
of a cool culture created a need for alternative outlets in which quite 
different emotional values, including Victorian symbols, could at least 
be vicariously experienced. Discussion of this complexity must await the 
following chapter, which will explore the divided world that made the 
new cautiousness endurable by creating an aura of greater freedom. 
The present chapter will set the stage by examining the most straightfor- 
ward public translations of the new standards. 


Beliefs 


Between the late 1920s and the late 1940s, a growing audience devel- 
oped for new-style advice about emotion. The establishment and popu- 
larity of magazines in which this advice featured prominently, like Par- 
ents’ Magazine (1927) and Esquire (1933), provide strong evidence of 
this audience (though it is always possible that audience interest focused 
on other content and merely tolerated the novel emotionology). Explicit 
appeals for formal advice on marriage and spouse selection, as in the 
popularity of advice columns or the efforts to establish college courses 
in the subject from 1927 onward, suggest a similar uncertainty about 
older standards and a desire for clarification of new aorms. The sheer 
volume of new childrearing manuals from the mid-1920s through Dr. 
Spock suggests the same, as do family studies and polling data from the 
1930s through the 1950s. Relevant findings emphasized the extent to 
which emotional problems were seen as crucial by parents newly wor- 
ried about excessive temper or sibling rivalry; by adults worried about 
their own jealousy (particularly after about 1950, when sexual jealousy 
replaced sibling tensions in acknowledged prominence); or by spouses 
rating each other (men worried about women’s emotional nagging, 
women about men’s emotional unresponsiveness). Polls indicated that 
the new, suburban, managerial-service middle class was particularly 
eager to jettison outdated emotional standards. By the 1940s a series of 
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studies more widely suggested particular interest in establishing a new 
pattern of childrearing, deliberately different from that of parents or 
grandparents in terms of disciplinary style and emotional goals. Use of 
therapy, finally, again reflected a growing audience for innovation or at 
least for guidance at a time when emotional standards were shifting and 
the importance of emotional conformity was in many ways increasing.’ 
By the 1930s child guidance clinics, initially established for troubled 
working-class families, found themselves increasingly preoccupied with 
middle-class clients who were, in turn, eager for help in controlling 
unacceptable childish anger or jealousy.® By the 1940s a growing num- 
ber of therapists for adults began to report issues relating to anger and 
other areas of emotional intensity—and these issues involved not only 
cases of unwanted excessive emotion but also inability to express emo- 
tion after a childhood of sedulous suppression. 

The new emotional culture fed this growing audience interest and 
almost surely reflected it as well. Experts worked hard to sell their 
wares; they had a vested interest in innovation, particularly as the basis 
for expertise shifted toward scientific popularization.? But from the 
1920s onward experts also reported their own need to respond to the 
kinds of problems parents or others brought to them; for example, 
parental requests for advice on new sibling jealousies preceded the ex- 
periments that provided scientific basis for expert concern. The establish- 
ment of a new emotionology set the stage, then, for wider changes in 
actual emotional beliefs, but it also reflected some of these changes as 
well. The internalization of twentieth-century emotional culture was not 
a One-way street. 

The process of innovation did not yield a blanket statement of con- 
cern about undue intensity. The experts were not explicit on this point; 
rather, the attack on intensity accumulated through specific comments 
on the dangers of romantic love as the basis for marriage or the hazards 
of anger in the workplace. Neither was the middle-class audience fully 
aware of the overall consistency of new emotional reactions. Yet the 
combined impact of specific shifts of belief concerning individual emo- 
tions and emotional relationships clearly suggests increasing agreement 
on the need to keep emotions under careful wraps. 

Surveys indicate clearly, for example, a general middle-class consen- 
sus on the embarrassing childishness of jealousy by the 1960s. Whether 
or not this had in fact developed earlier cannot be fully determined, but 
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the new common wisdom clearly reflected the long process of socializa- 
tion in this direction since the 1920s. Initially it emphasized standards 
for children (conceived with an eye toward adult emotional behavior 
and probably translating adult concerns), then adult jealousy per se. 
Some extreme manifestations, like the jealousy workshops of the 1970s, 
were atypical and followed from the particular tenor of the sexual 
revolution decades, but the larger agreement had wider and deeper 
roots. While some Americans fell back on a temperament argument, 
implying that they were jealous by nature, an increasing number either 
denied jealousy or admitted deep personal responsibility for the emotion, 
proving “more likely to try and change, or else get out of, relationships 
where they feel unhappy and insecure.” Comparative analysis from the 
same period, around 1970, indicated that Americans were far more 
likely to profess great discomfort with jealousy than were people from 
most other cultures (5o percent more likely than their closest competi- 
tors, West Indians). About a third of all middle-class Americans claimed 
freedom from jealousy, and others expressed uneasiness with this facet 
of their emotional makeup; both self-reports worked against intensity, 
requiring in its place nonchalance or concealment or both. And while 
jealous Americans tended to argue that their emotional style resulted 
from insecurity, the animus against the emotion had reached such pro- 
portions that some authorities argued that the reverse equation might in 
fact hold: that people with unduly intense emotions such as jealousy 
might become insecure because of their anxiety and embarrassment over 
their intense reactions. !° 

The bias against manifesting jealousy fed new social patterns as well 
as difficult self-evaluations. As early as the 1920s parties held by middle- 
class couples began to emphasize some controlled spouse swapping as 
couples shifted partners for games or, in some cases, even in seemingly 
sedate small towns, for a bit of kissing and fondling. With increasingly 
overt sexual experimentation and some outright commitments to open 
marriages by the 1960s, tests of jealousy control expanded. Again, only 
a minority pushed to the extremes, but the pressure to avoid expressions 
of jealousy unquestionably mounted as spouses moved toward more 
diverse interactions and in some instances unconcealed infidelity. Jealous 
reactions among swinging couples were disapproved: “I think it comes 
from possessiveness and I’m trying to grow away from that.” From 
the 1920s onward, growing pressure to control jealousy was a vital 
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precondition for women’s new public contacts and for more permissive 
sexual standards."! 

At the same time, the hostility to jealousy could produce new institu- 
tions designed to minimize it. Dating, for example, moved fairly quickly 
from its initial “polygamous” form, in which youth were expected to 
date multiple partners, to more controlled arrangements that would 
among other things offer a greater protection against jealousy. From the 
late 1930s onward teenagers frequently moved from playing the field to 
seeking a steady dating partner (or, in the middle class, a series of steady 
dating partners). The greater “security” cited in this growing movement 
meant many things, including the mere convenience of not having to 
worry about finding a partner, but it undoubtedly reflected a desire to 
avoid the jealous discomforts of uncontrolled dating. Then, as dating 
began to decline in the 1960s, it was replaced by larger peer groupings 
in which pairing was less emphasized and pressures against jealousy 
were routinely enforced by group conformity. A cool emotional style, 
including avoidance of jealousy, became a vital part of the new social 
code. !4 

Middle-class Americans did not find a perfect solution to their own 
strict codes concerning manifestations of jealousy. Steady dating, for 
example, reduced jealous onslaughts for a time but opened the way for 
tension-filled breakups or subsequent jealousy about a partner’s previous 
involvements. A majority combined profound disapproval of jealousy 
with some admitted pangs, an uncomfortable amalgam that provoked 
real embarrassment and a consistent effort to control both excessive 
internal passion and overt display. Private battles against jealousy as 
heterosexual social contacts widened provided an important ingredient 
for twentieth-century emotional life and a recurrent setting for the larger 
war against intensity. 

A new current of psychological research on jealousy underscores the 
ongoing importance of jealousy in American life and its potentially 
constructive consequences. Researchers mention a pronounced effort to 
ignore jealous responses as one coping mechanism for individuals and, 
above all, a distinctive American impulse to check others’ reactions 
when jealousy does emerge. In contrast to jealous Frenchmen, who tend 
to get mad, or Dutchmen who get sad, jealous Americans, when they 
cannot conceal, tend to canvass friends and acquaintances both for 
support and for assurance that the emotion has not emerged too 
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strongly. Amid great individual variations in the personal capacity to 
minimize jealousy, then, the anti-intensity culture continues to have 
impact.!? 

New standards applied to fear had more ambiguous results, though 
the effort to avoid intense confrontation—or to stage-manage childhood 
toward this end— was widespread. The spate of parental letters to child- 
rearing authorities from the late 1920s onward suggested widespread 
agreement on the newly problematic status of fear. Fears loomed large 
among the emotional issues parents cited as real worries by the late 
1940S, particularly in the suburban middle class. Some inconsistency 
developed, with some older gender distinctions being maintained. Fa- 
thers worried about boys’ fears less than mothers did, and continued 
interest in competitive contact sports like football encouraged demon- 
stration of courage even for many middle-class boys. On the other 
hand, some nineteenth-century fear rituals declined under growing adult 
supervision; amateur boxing for middle-class boys was a case in point. 
Overall, despite lags and disagreements, the goal of limiting deliberate 
contact with fear in childhood almost certainly gained ground.'* 

As for middle-class adults, there is no way to demonstrate that they 
grew more likely to try to avoid fear than had their counterparts in the 
nineteenth century. To be sure, military service became less popular in 
the middle class and less likely to produce personal accounts of courage 
in the fashion common during the Civil War. A variety of factors con- 
tributed to this shift, but the declining validity of fear encounters might 
have been one of them. Verbal admission of fear, ironically, became 
somewhat more acceptable by midcentury. Because it was thought that 
fear should not be experienced too intensely and because ventilation was 
a widely recommended means of reducing intensity, discussions of fear 
in battle or in anticipation of battle became more open and were even 
recommended as part of therapy. At the same time, however, lesser fears 
were commonly given other terms, like “nervousness” or “anxiety,” lest 
undue intensity be implied. To this extent, some authorities argued, fear 
became less “‘available” as an emotional experience by the later twenti- 
eth century.!° Finally, the vocabulary used to describe emotionally in- 
tense confrontations with fear clearly declined, as courage—despite 
John F. Kennedy’s adoption of the term—began to take on slightly 
anachronistic connotations. 

Application of the anti-intensity theme to grief also produced ambigu- 
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ous results. Many people continued to grieve as they had in the nine- 
teenth century, mourning the deaths of children or young adults with 
great sorrow. Here, the biggest change may have been not culture but 
demographic reality, as child death rates declined greatly and thus 
greatly reduced the occasions for grief manifestations. At the same time, 
awareness of new grief rules spread, making some people comfortable 
with relatively little show of outward sorrow and causing others who 
were genuinely grief-stricken to question or criticize their own reactions. 
Therapists reported problems with patients who adamantly insisted that 
there must be something wrong with them because their grief “cures” 
did not occur as rapidly as the general culture urged or simply because 
they occurred in less recognizable phases. “I feel like I am just at a 
standstill in my life, really, just kind of stopped there,” said one patient 
actively fighting her deep grief. The need for therapy itself, though not 
unprecedented, was a sign of growing discomfort with spontaneous 
emotional reactions to sorrow. Many marriages now split apart during 
grief over the death of a child, and this newly common family disruption 
reflected not only hostility to the grief of others but also confusion over 
one’s own reaction; shared grief, that staple of Victorian culture, became 
harder to achieve.'® 

Adult efforts to disclaim intense anger were more clear-cut than was 
the case with grief and, particularly, with fear. The new emotionology 
did not, after all, deny the possibility of intense fear if it was provoked 
by something from the outside world; it merely argued that the intensity 
was risky and undesirable. The new standards of restraint did not pro- 
hibit either adults or children from experiencing or to some extent 
expressing fear. As for grief, though it was regarded more ambivalently 
than fear, it could not entirely be denied. Anger, however, was another 
matter; like jealousy, this was an emotion to be controlled even in 
response to outside stimuli. 

By the 19508, surveys of middle managers noted a widespread interest 
in claiming temper control as a common characteristic. And while angry 
supervisors remained a problem for many workers, the extent of the 
problem almost certainly declined. By the 1970s, less than 10 percent of 
all workers listed emotional tensions with supervisors as a significant job 
issue. Correspondingly, strikes over issues of management style declined 
steadily from the 1940s through the 1970s; statistical categories are 
crude, but they suggest almost a 50 percent drop. And the fact that 
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strikes and strikers themselves declined in relation to the size of the labor 
force after a peak in the 1950s suggests, among other things, a growing 
worker embarrassment at organized displays of anger as part of job 
life.!” Trade unions began to join employers in urging emotional re- 
straint. As a United Auto Workers booklet argued in the mid-1940s: “A 
lost temper usually means a lost argument.” In the early 1970s workers 
of various sorts told Studs Terkel about their internalization of anger 
control. “You always have to be pleasant—no matter how bad you 
feel.” “You can’t say anything back. The customer is always right.” 
Foremen, who dealt with underlings rather than customers, boasted of 
their ability to create an atmosphere of positive cheer, using their own 
acceptance of the new emotional rules to affect those around them.'® As 
with jealousy, then, increasing numbers of Americans on the job either 
argued that they had mastered an unpleasant emotional tension and 
could avoid intensity spontaneously or that they imposed control on 
their intense feelings, even at some internal cost. The new rules won 
widespread adherence, even if claims undoubtedly exceeded real 
achievement. 

Parental standards for anger also changed. Parents increasingly 
vowed to gain control over anger in dealing with children, and even 
more revealingly, they expressed less pleasure in children’s anger as a 
sign of spirit, though this decline occurred more slowly among fathers 
than among mothers or school authorities. Anger was increasingly a 
problem, pure and simple—one of the “adjustment problems” widely 
noted by school guidance counselors, replacing sexual transgressions as 
the leading category by the 1940s.!? An array of surveys from the 1940s 
onward revealed discomfort, and sometimes even deeper depression, 
when control slipped and anger was expressed in the family. This was 
not necessarily novel, as Victorian culture had preached against the 
angry quarrel, but it may have gained ground particularly among men, 
who, despite some conventional wisdom to the contrary, were now as 
likely to be upset with their own display of anger in a marital spat as 
were wives. By the 1970s marriage authorities, cleverly but not necessar- 
ily inaccurately, argued that reactions to one’s own anger had surpassed 
anger itself as a cause of disputes and even breakups. “Their [the 
spouses’] problem isn’t that they are angry with each other; it’s that they 
think they shouldn’t be angry with each other.” By the early 1950s 
surveys reported that an overwhelming majority of couples felt bad if 
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they became emotional in quarreling with each other, and the bad 
temper of a spouse was rated as one of the leading problems in mar- 
riage.*° Victorian promptings to control anger in the family, now over- 
laid by the more general warnings against emotional intensity, worked 
to restrain the emotion or to create complex reactions when the restraint 
broke down, including, ironically, yet more anger that could not be 
directly expressed. 

As with jealousy, finally, the desire to conceal anger, to claim that it 
did not exist, spread in American culture.2* Here was one of the im- 
portant “‘secrets” of modern society, which comparative studies sug- 
gested was particularly prevalent in the United States. Despite the ab- 
sence of similar analysis for the Victorian era, the strong likelihood, 
given the new emotional norms, is that this secretive reaction was a 
twentieth-century artifact, especially for men and especially in public 
encounters such as those of the workplace. 

Quite apart from individual variations in temperament, other factors 
prevented uniform commitment to anger avoidance within the American 
middle class. Fundamentalist Christians from various social classes 
seemed to encourage the anger-avoidance code: “The Christian response 
is to put our anger at a distance” because anger indicates reluctance to 
trust in the guidance of the Lord. “Don’t get mad. Hang on. Jesus is 
coming. Be patient.” On the other hand, however, the fundamentalist 
method of anger control involved repressing anger in the family but 
actually encouraging its expression against outside targets. This differed 
from the blander but more systematic evisceration of anger intended by 
the ventilationist approach. Historian Philip Greven has argued that 
even in the later twentieth century, this approach to anger harked back 
to a pre-Victorian evangelical tradition that allowed for an underlying 
rage that could burst out against evildoers.?? By the 1970s some of this 
anger began to fuel new protest movements directed, for example, 
against legalized abortion. 

Youth protesters in the 1960s demonstrated intense anger, as did 
many feminists in the ensuing decade. Yet here the general anger control 
formulas did have a bearing, if an incomplete one. Feminists carefully 
maintained the control theme in their own groups, though this did not 
prevent expressions of deep anger against male opponents. Youth in the 
19608, with their emphasis on love over war, liked to think of themselves 
as apostles of gentleness, which meant that their own anger often discon- 
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certed them (or led to denial); this discomfort with anger may even have 
inhibited a more durable or ideological commitment to protest. Anger 
control had its impact, in other words, even on certain middle-class 
groups that flirted with considerable intensity at least during a particu- 
larly vibrant protest period. 

Even aside from important subcultural or chronological variations, 
anger by no means disappeared from middle-class life. Many people, as 
we will see, professed a tension between controlling their own anger and 
feeling compelled to absorb or mediate the anger of others. As the new 
anger standards took hold, some individuals continued to claim a posi- 
tive use for anger in dealing with others. For example, a foreman in the 
1930s acknowledged the new advice to use sensitivity in reacting to 
angry workers but reacted tersely: “Well, even if it is true, what of it? 
I’ve got to do something with such birds.” Even in the 1970s service 
workers might claim that a healthy temper was a sign of “‘red-blooded’”’ 
Americanness. These arguments on behalf of anger, however, did not set 
forth an alternate standard in which certain kinds of angry intensity 
might be justifiable or useful. Instead, as in the case of the foreman, they 
recognized the new norms even while professing impatience with them 
or, as with the service workers, they were accompanied by parallel 
claims of a capacity normally to keep cool. A pro-anger stance was 
progressively discredited. This is why the temptation to veil or prevari- 
cate increased. This is why the emotional basis for certain institutional 
expressions of anger, like fire-breathing unions or strikes, steadily 
eroded. This is why older workers themselves measured change: “The 
younger workers don’t even know how to take the crap we took.” Of 
course the decline in strikes was by no means total, and of course 
emotional factors were only one element in the complex shift in the 
accessibility of protest. But it remains true that the new movement 
against intensity undermined the passions that could in turn undergird 
expressions of moral outrage, at least around the workplace. Conver- 
sions to the new standards thus linked personal expectations to wider 
social trends. 

Unlike anger, love was not systematically denied. However, its loca- 
tions were narrowed, its language was moderated, and in some instances 
its ambivalence increased —all under the spur of the new cautions about 
intensity. 

Men and women still sought love, but their vocabulary moved away 
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from the soaring, religiouslike fervor of the Victorian era. At the same 
time, the centrality of sex in describing and measuring love advanced. By 
the 1950s, many courting couples and marriage partners emphasized the 
same combination of personal and sexual compatibility in defining what 
they meant by love. They talked of identifying marital success by a 
capacity to “work and play together successfully” for years. They re- 
placed boundlessness with a desire for good sense: “Our marriage 
should be rational and controllable.” Even when seeking permanence, 
they often prided themselves on their ability calmly to acknowledge the 
possibility of divorce.** 

Men began to talk of love more casually. By the 1920s the institution 
of dating privileged sexual contacts over Victorian transcendence. A 
1920s fraternity phrase captured the new mood: “If a girl doesn’t pet, a 
man can figure he didn’t rush her right.” The whole practice of dating 
introduced a recreational element into heterosexual contacts, at least 
from the male side, that squeezed out love. By the 1940s high school 
boys talked in terms of pushing petting as far as their dates would allow, 
describing the experience as “having fun” or “taking them for a ride.” 
Similar though less crudely put concepts suffused marriage, with in- 
creased interest in defining marriage in terms of sexual satisfaction (par- 
ticularly on men’s part). Polls in the 1930s suggested considerable com- 
plaint by wives about husbands’ failure to express love verbally, while 
husbands responded with a critique of wives’ tendency to manifest hurt 
feelings.” There was no direct dispute about love here but also no 
widespread ability to describe the emotion in terms of transcendence. 
Even wives who might comment on their husbands’ emotional reticence 
were no longer describing the kind of descent from spiritual love that 
had appeared in Victorian evaluations. 

Women also experienced new conflicts in defining love. A recent 
analysis of the 1920s diary of a Western Pennsylvania woman, though 
reflecting some purely personal psychodynamics, illustrates some of 
these conflicts. Gladys Bell harbored late-nineteenth-century ideals of 
intense love, which she found reflected in the books she read and the 
movies she saw. She even shared the characteristic late-Victorian di- 
lemma about the balance between religion and love. But unlike the late 
Victorians, she held back from admitting love, lest she be engulfed by it, 
adding notes like “I’m losing my grip on myself’? when she could not 
control her emotions to her satisfaction. She saw new sexual interests 
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and even new career interests (she was a teacher) as reasons for her 
failure to find the love she professed to want. “Funniest thing of my life 
is that I never ‘fell in love.’”’ A brief engagement left her feeling that 
“love in some form or other has taken possession of me” while at the 
same time she lamented, “I seem to have lost a part of myself.” Ulti- 
mately she married a man she hesitated to love, moved to do so because, 
among other reasons, she worried that his own love might “turn to 
something harmful.” She never managed a Victorian-like faith in roman- 
tic passion. Her case demonstrates a clearly transitional situation, in 
which older definitions persisted but were reevaluated in terms of threat, 
above all because of the paralyzing effects of intensity on individual will. 
The whole genre of love letters declined, partly because new means of 
communication developed but partly perhaps because of the more pro- 
saic and/or more overtly sexual phrasing that many couples found ap- 
propriate to express their emotional ties. The same trend affected writ- 
ings among friends. Discoveries of throwbacks to Victorian vocabulary 
in the letters of women friends—particularly in letters by people like 
Eleanor Roosevelt who were raised in the transition decades between 
Victorian and twentieth-century emotional culture—evoked startled in- 
comprehension or accusations of lesbianism or both. Obviously a new 
language did not necessarily mean a different emotional experience where 
love or intense friendship was involved, and it is true that a history of 
the content of modern friendship has yet to emerge. But the altered 
vocabulary suggested a substantial change in the ability to express a 
nineteenth-century style love (and perhaps the very idea of love among 
friends), or at least in the sense of the appropriateness of such expression. 
Greater caution toward love continued into the 1970s and beyond. 
A number of observers noted changes in middle-class dating patterns. 
Steady dating declined in favor of looser alliances among many peers; 
or if steadies developed, they were typically treated less intensely than 
their counterparts had been a generation before. Love-struck couples 
wandered around high school corridors less often than in the 1950s. 
Many observers found the same emotional loosening among adults. As 
Alan Bloom put it, even the replacement of the phrase “in love” with 
the word “relationship” suggested greater tentativeness. The exact tenor 
of heterosexual love remains to be fully captured by research, and as 
always there was variety, but agreement on change was widespread.*° 
Several factors prompted this further shift away from intensely ro- 
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mantic love. Economic pressures, beginning with the later stages of the 
baby boomers’ maturation, prompted marriage at older ages. New sex- 
ual habits, particularly the normalcy of premarital sex, removed certain 
mysteries from love. For some teenagers who preferred to delay their 
sexual initiation, the new sexual habits also reinforced a certain reserve 
that could replace standardized rules like “good girls say no.” These 
new factors added to the ongoing culture of emotional reticence, 
allowing this culture in essence to implement the limitations on mutual 
devotion that were generated by economic changes. Love, already in 
process of redefinition by the 1930s, came to take on different meanings 
for young people, becoming either more purely sexual or more cautious 
or both, as economic and sexual realities prompted fuller acceptance of 
post-Victorian standards in generating real emotional life. 

Friendship as well as love reflected the effects of new adult con- 
straints and of new vocabulary. Male friendship changed decisively. The 
loving attachments that young middle-class Victorian men had openly 
sought and described disappeared. Some may have survived through the 
collegiate years, yielding only in early adulthood to less intense male 
contacts, but even before full adulthood, growing fear of homosexuality 
significantly reduced men’s willingness to talk or write about their emo- 
tions for each other or to combine emotion with open physical contact. 
As homosexuality gained new definition and more open disapproval, 
the male dilemma became in some senses a special case, but it also fit 
the larger pattern of downgrading intense emotional bonds. While male 
friendship was partially replaced by new social contacts with women, a 
certain guardedness often carried over into those contacts.?’ 

Children still loved their mothers, but here too signs of altered emo- 
tional experience began to surface by the 1930s. A study of mother- 
daughter relationships notes a more relaxed, even flippant tone in 
daughters’ letters after the 1920s.*8 A young woman thus wrote from 
camp: “It was nice to hear from you, to put it mildly. Pd like to write 
often very much ... but alas and alack, when I have two minutes to sit 
down and write, I must write reports.” This letter actually resulted from 
the promptings of the young woman’s father. Women, apparently less 
intensely or at least more ambivalently attached to their mothers, be- 
came not only more nonchalant about staying in contact but also more 
likely to express open annoyance at interference. A diabetic wrote her 
concerned mother, who had sent a maid to accompany her home from 
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boarding school: “I think its [sic] selfish when you let your responsibil- 
ity for me run away to such an extent that it seriously hampers my life. 
... Thad a few hopes that you would have out grown [sic] some of this 
since I have been away, but maybe that’s hoping to [sic] much from 
you.” Attention to peers and boys began to replace some of the intima- 
cies previously focused on the mother-daughter tie. This could simply 
transfer intensity to another target, but it certainly suggested some expe- 
riential impact of the growing cautions against motherlove as the quint- 
essential female emotional focus. Thus a girl might wonder about love 
in general, while simultaneously noting that “I very seldom think of 
Dad & Mom though I’m of course fond of them.” ? Patterns varied, to 
be sure, and nineteenth-century—style fervor might still emerge. But the 
language and general tone changed, leading to the increasing frankness 
young women gained by the 1960s and 1970s in discussing their rela- 
tionship with their mothers in terms of problems more than rewards.°° 
To be sure, the problems were rooted in undeniable emotional links, 
but these links now had to be broken or reforged in the interests of 
personal independence and reduced intensity. 

The general aversion to emotional intensity significantly changed the 
way middle-class Americans described their own emotional goals and 
even the way they defined desirable emotional experiences. Concerning 
many negative emotions, deception gained ground—self-deception in 
some cases, concealment from the outside world in others. It was no 
accident that, by the 1960s, sunglasses became a badge of American 
cool, for they hid emotions the eyes might disclose. While ventilationist 
strategies in principle promoted some willingness to put certain emo- 
tional tensions into words—‘“‘it made me so mad”—even this release 
was often constrained by embarrassment. Not surprisingly, advice 
about venting emotions often emphasized the need for complete pri- 
vacy, like shouting in a closet. Far more frequently and systematically 
than in the nineteenth century, emotionality took on unfavorable con- 
notations, suggesting an inability to maintain proper control. Middle- 
class Americans worked to restrain themselves. 


The Emotions of Others 


The new emotional culture significantly reduced tolerance for other 
people’s intensity. To be sure, the culture harbored an important incon- 
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sistency in this respect. On the one hand, people were trained to identify 
their emotions and verbalize them lest they fester, and this ventilationist 
strategy implied some willingness on the part of others to listen to an 
emotional experience. Friendship might be defined, to use a 1980s phras- 
ing, in terms of “being there” for someone else’s emotional outpourings. 
On the other hand, intense emotion was also a sign of immaturity, and 
it could be shunned on that basis even when a given individual was 
too overwhelmed to be properly constrained by embarrassment. While 
parents were enjoined to listen to their children’s venting as part of 
the effort to socialize them toward appropriate emotional control in 
adulthood, many parents unquestionably found even this exposure 
to others’ emotion somewhat wearing. Children became more prob- 
lematic because they needed an emotional audience that adults should 
not require, and parental pleasure in dealing with children declined 
measurably, at least between the 1950s and the 1970s, in part for this 
reason.?! 

Impatience with others’ emotions applied clearly to jealousy and 
anger. Lewis Terman’s 1930s marriage survey disclosed a definite resent- 
ment against spousal jealousy, primarily among husbands. According to 
most married men, jealousy had become an intolerable emotional intru- 
sion. Sexual experimentation like open marriage, as it spread by the 
19608, was often initiated by one partner on the assumption that it was 
up to the other partner to handle any ensuing jealousy. In other words, 
jealousy became the problem of the person who felt it, not a cue to a 
partner to offer systematically reassuring behavior. Apology might be 
expected more from a jealous spouse than from the partner who had 
flirted or strayed even further into the growing opportunities for sexual 
promiscuity. Paul Popenoe cited an impulse on the part of targets of 
spousal jealousy to wish to retaliate—to give their partner “something 
to be jealous about.” Even in the 1930s in conventional Middletown, 
the Lynds noted a widespread sense that concealment of affairs had 
become less essential than before—-a theme that carried easily into the 
1980s, when many couples found frankness, with its: accompanying 
demand for control over jealousy, a legitimate test of a mate’s emo- 
tional maturity.’ 

The anger of others became increasingly unattractive. In colleges the 
growing practice of soliciting student evaluations encouraged comments 
on grumpy professors, and open displays of faculty temper were readily 
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condemned. On the job, standards reflected a certain complexity for a 
few decades; middle managers were taught in the 1930s and 1940s that 
a certain amount of worker anger might have to be accepted, not be- 
cause it was justified but because workers had so many domestic prob- 
lems or simply lacked appropriate breeding. Middle management thus 
involved turning the other cheek, accepting (though immediately dilut- 
ing) emotional outbursts that supervisors themselves must avoid. Over 
time, expectations of middle-class control mounted steadily. Workers 
became accustomed to foremen who kept their temper in check—one of 
the key reasons for a declining rate of personal tensions with supervi- 
sors—while blithely advising less controlled supervisors to catch up 
with the times: “He should use some psychology.” By the 1970s a few 
employees even argued that their supervisors had become so eager to 
avoid confrontation, so reluctant to criticize, that guidelines for im- 
proved performance had become impossibly fuzzy.*3 

Revealingly, training for middle managers moved increasingly away 
from techniques for dealing with angry customers or subordinates to 
assumptions that such strategies would not be necessary. The sensitivity- 
training groups (T-groups) that gained wide popularity in the 1950s and 
1960s differed from earlier management retraining efforts in shifting 
away from explicit lessons in temper control or in defusing the reactions 
of others. In keeping with the widespread (if somewhat cosmetic) 
promptings toward more open communication, T-groups also advocated 
such communication, in the process revealing their assumption that 
negative emotions would be held in check. “Effectiveness decreases and 
emotionality increases.” T-groups argued against strict hierarchy or firm 
repressiveness with the clear expectation that anger would no longer 
enter in; only positive feelings, desirable for management loyalty, would 
emerge when frank exchanges were encouraged. Thus when T-group 
advocates spoke of “more authentic” personal relationships on the job, 
they assumed that anger had no place in authenticity; only affection 
would emerge in an open environment. Movements of this sort, though 
eager to embrace a nonrepressive language, constituted a clear escalation 
of the anger-control goals, and particularly a growing intolerance for 
expressions of temper on the part of others, at least within management 
ranks. Just as there was no longer any clear reason to spend much time 
listening to another proclaim jealousy, so anger now discredited its 
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bearer; few if any occasions seemed to require listening to someone else 
talk about his or her rage.** 

The clearest victim of the growing intolerance for emotional intensity 
on the part of others was grief. We have seen that the etiquette manuals, 
picking up on the new aversion to intense grief, argued in terms of the 
emotion’s unpleasantness for other people, “who might find it difficult 
to function well in the constant company of an outwardly mourning 
person.” Stories also dealt with the problems of peer reactions—‘“‘her 
friends were again feeling a little critical of her, saying to one another 
that it would be a pity if poor Marian should allow grief to make her 
‘queer.’ ” From the 1920s onward formal mourning declined. Special 
clothes were abandoned except for funerals themselves, and increasingly 
even for funerals. Markings on homes progressively disappeared. Em- 
ployers became increasingly reluctant to allow time off for mourning 
apart from a funeral day or half-day. And, always granting variety in 
personal reactions, many Americans became impatient with the need to 
listen to the grief of others, particularly after an initial this-should-do-it 
exchange. The removal of death to hospitals, where few people were 
allowed to participate in the receipt of the final news, was not directly 
caused by the new aversion to handling grief, but it certainly furthered 
the process. Avoidance of grief situations seemed to make the new 
emotionology work well.°° 

But grief itself did not decline as rapidly as did public tolerance for it. 
Stories might note the decline of conventional mourning and of sacred 
symbols of the departed, but their recommendations for alternatives 
remained rather vague: “Slowly, slowly we come out of all this. Slowly 
we learn that the one way to keep our own forever with us, is to lift into 
the aura of his spiritual permanence.” By the 1950s certain categories of 
grief-stricken Americans, such as people who lost a child or spouse at an 
untimely age, began to form voluntary groups of kindred souls, provid- 
ing emotional support for each other on the basis of their shared experi- 
ence and their common realization of the lack of extensive sympathy 
from the wider society. Support groups like Theos and the Compassion- 
ate Friends spread to most American cities.’ This new bond elevated 
strangers to a position of emotional importance simply on the basis of 
the unavailability of sympathetic others, including, often, friends. The 
bond might fill the void, but it also testified to the growing distaste for 
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other people’s intensities even at times of crisis. The pressure to maintain 
control of oneself and the convenient belief in the immaturity of others’ 
outbursts supported a major change in emotional interactions in many 
middle-class families and acquaintance groups. Here the “impersonal” 
portion of the “impersonal but friendly” tandem could shine through. 

Impatience with others’ emotion applied also to sadness. A major 
study in the 1980s showed a pronounced difference between assessment 
of one’s own sadness and reactions to other people’s. One’s own sadness 
was perceived as a legitimate problem that called forth strategies for 
resolution. Sadness in others, however, was a form of whimpering inca- 
pacity that was at best an annoyance, at worst a cause for avoidance. 
The study was not, to be sure, historical, and there is no evidence to 
prove that past reactions to sadness in American culture had been more 
generous. Nevertheless, the correspondence between this study’s results 
and reactions in other emotional instances is striking. Here, too, strong 
emotions might force efforts to find acquaintances based on shared 
emotional state, an odd alignment produced by the twentieth-century 
sense that emotions should not normally intrude. Or they might prompt 
a turn to therapy, the other contemporary remedy for emotions that had 
no audience. 

The growing aversion to dealing with the emotions of others was in 
fact one of the most powerful effects of the new emotional culture. It 
sustained a growing sense of individualism as people became emotion- 
ally more separate,*’ and it supported the enforcement of emotional 
control through embarrassment, for the belief that strong emotions 
might unfavorably affect peers’ reactions was often quite accurate. 

Like beliefs about one’s own emotions, reactions to others’ varied, of 
course, by individual temperament. We are talking about changing 
norms, not a set of uniform patterns. Further, an important gap also 
opened between men and women in their respective interpretations of 
the new emotional culture. Men most clearly moved toward a distaste 
for emotional exchange on the grounds that individuals should exert 
self-control, while many women preferred to seek and provide an audi- 
ence for the verbal venting of intense sentiments. Here the quarrel was 
not about the need to control emotions but about the role of others in 
facilitating this process. The movement toward greater uniformity in 
emotional standards had itself carried some antifemale implications, 
particularly in the attacks (by many professional women as well as men) 
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on motherlove and excessive romantic love. A tone was set by the 1930s 
in which living up to the gender-neutral standards of emotional control 
seemed to require particular redress on women’s side. Differences in 
expectations about support from others added to this new, subtle but 
potentially bitter gender gap. By the 1960s, women’s claims of men’s 
excessive coldness became commonplace, both within and without the 
growing feminist movement; and women were echoed by many in the 
small band of “men’s liberationists.”” Men, so this argument went, were 
too rigidly closed to their own emotions and too intolerant of others’ 
needs for emotional expression; women were no more emotional in fact, 
but they were more aware and certainly more mutually supportive. 
Aside from the liberationist wing, men largely seemed to ignore these 
jeremiads, and polls in the 1970s and 1980s revealed men’s strong belief 
that women were too emotional and too dependent on an audience for 
their emotional experiences. This was in fact one of the chief grievances 
men manifested against women, so the difference was far from trivial.>® 

The most pervasive emotional gender gap of the twentieth century 
thus differed considerably from the Victorian statement of differences in 
emotional traits, though it had some similar resonance. It could produce 
bitter disputes over response to emotional distress and particularly over 
conversation concerning emotional issues. This gap widened even as 
many aspects of men’s and women’s lives grew closer together — per- 
haps, indeed, precisely because they drew closer together, requiring or 
promoting some new differentiations in order to preserve identities on 
new bases. 

Yet women’s emotional expressiveness should not be exaggerated. 
Not only because of continued male influence but also because many 
women were eager to dissociate themselves from Victorian traditions of 
maternalism, the overall context for reacting to the emotions of others 
did narrow. Women might share more than men on average, but they 
too lost Victorian opportunities in experiences such as mourning. 
Though the theme of self-sacrifice persisted in women’s definitions of 
love, the decline of motherlove and redefinitions of romance both 
worked against the kinds of selfless devotion popular in Victorian 
women’s culture and enacted by some women. By the 1960s a new 
insistence in women’s literature on greater assertiveness further assailed 
altruistic love even in this final bastion, at least in principle. Again, the 
new emotional culture’s promotion of increased separateness among 
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individuals stands out, though men probably internalized this standard 
more commonly than women. Worry about emotional “contagion” lim- 
ited tolerance for the angry, the grief-stricken, the depressed. This trend 
helped generate new needs (though again more widely among women 
than among men) for professionals whose job it was to listen to intense 
emotions that might find no other audience. The rise of therapy in 
the American middle class, though deriving from a number of factors, 
including the decline of fervent religion, owed much to the need to find 
listeners as the more traditional pool dried up.°? 

Declining tolerance for emotional intensity in others had other effects 
that marked its fairly steady progress between the 1920s and the 1980s. 
Two developments in particular delineated the changes in the audience 
for emotion. The first marks a growing need to identify real emotional 
sharing as a special rather than a normal trait. The second suggests ways 
in which some individuals tried to develop alternatives to serious sup- 
port from the outside world. 

The word “empathy” was coined early in the twentieth century, in 
part to provide an English equivalent for the German word Einfiuhlung. 
The word initially gained currency only among experts in psychology 
and kindred fields and was not directed toward normal social interac- 
tions. By the 1920s it was particularly applied to the capacity for deep 
appreciation of works of art or music. The word gained public usage 
only in the 1950s and 1960s in the United States, where it described 
individuals able to share deeply in the feelings of others. By the 1980s it 
was dubbed a “vogue word,” open to some confusions but most com- 
monly denoting a capacity for emotional sharing.4° The coining, pro- 
gress, and changing emphases of the word suggest that an emotionally 
altruistic quality needed to be identified because it stood out from what 
were becoming the most common reactions to the feelings of others. 
Empathy involved more than a negotiated willingness to listen briefly to 
the emotions of others in the expectation that the same service would be 
provided in return—the most common ventilationist strategy. The qual- 
ity was praised, but more significantly it was reified and granted termi- 
nology because of its scarcity value. Finding an empathic listener when 
in emotional need or even a truly empathic moment on the part of a 
reasonably sensitive other became an achievement clearly to be distin- 
guished from normal experience. Finding an explicit term for such an 
unusual experience became equally necessary. 
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It is not surprising that as the audience for emotion narrowed its 
range, some emotions were increasingly described in terms of isolation. 
In the twentieth-century debates on the function of sadness, American 
authorities have exhibited a pronounced tendency to label as useful the 
kind of sadness that allows an individual to withdraw in order to assess 
and retool before emotional reentry to a full range of activity. Sadness 
as a means of appealing to others for help has won less approval, and 
the kind of empathy with sadness developed in other cultures, and 
possibly in the Victorian past even within the United States, has become 
less common as well. Small wonder that the most common deviant 
emotional state in the twentieth century, depression, involves pro- 
nounced withdrawal from emotional interaction, in contrast to many 
qualities of the most widely noted deviance of the Victorian era, hyste- 
ria.41 Emotions work well, even to express dysfunction, when they call 
for little reaction or when they emphasize withdrawal from interaction. 

As the context for emotional response shifted and individuals strug- 
gled to gain appropriate control, the role of totally private emotional 
expression changed. A need to find emotionally kindred spirits, as in the 
grief support groups, was not abandoned. But many people also needed 
to seek some release without expecting anyone else to respond or share. 
Shouting in the closet or in the privacy of a car may have served this 
purpose, as some authorities recommended.” At least as interesting, and 
a bit more traceable, was a shift in the nature of adult diaries. 

Diaries in the nineteenth century and earlier were often relevant to 
emotional expression. But their main function was to record emotional 
reactions in terms of the standards desired; the diary became a record of 
success or failure in living up to emotional goals, a moral account. Thus 
diarists documented their struggles with temper or the grief they shared 
with others. Rarely did a diary explicitly serve as a form of release in 
absence of social support. Twentieth-century diaries, in contrast, moved 
in precisely this direction. Moral self-evaluation continued, but the trend 
was toward use of the diary directly to state emotional experiences that 
could not otherwise be vented, to express emotions that were recognized 
as too intense for an audience but that required release from the personal 
interior. Maintaining multiple diaries served as one outlet that allowed 
emotional expression to be subdivided so that its intensity would not 
seem overwhelming, even to the lone author-reader. Thus a woman kept 
an “angry journal” that she felt must be separated from comments on 
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marriage or on spiritual yearnings because “‘it’s just too full of nasty 
ugly things.” A mild-mannered professional, proud of never displaying 
temper, deliberately maintained a journal filled with all his “negative 
emotions... feelings of remorse and loss . . . jealousy, anger and swear- 
ing come out in unabashed tones.... When I write, I can get much 
rawer...1 don’t have to worry, Am I hurting somebody? Am I inflicting 
pain?” By the later twentieth century other individuals used diaries 
precisely because they found themselves too emotional and their emo- 
tions too overwhelming to, and unwelcomed by, significant others. 

New technologies might also have provided additional, if more 
muted, forms of release. For example, when computer mail was devel- 
oped, individuals used it to express much more emotional reaction than 
they would venture either in speech or in normal writing. The novelty of 
the medium and the anonymity of the audience reduced the normal 
constraints imposed by the twentieth-century standards of self-control 
and the usual awareness of an unsympathetic audience.** 

The decline of a sense of obligation to respond to others’ emotions, 
and the echoes of this decline in individual efforts to seek compensatory 
release, form one of the leading impacts of twentieth-century emotionol- 
ogy, Clearly differentiating emotional relationships from Victorian pat- 
terns. This trend led not only to acceptance of reduced intensity in one’s 
own expressions but also to changes in the nature of friendship and to 
some new uncertainties surrounding expectations within the family. The 
new atmosphere could work well for individuals who normally had their 
emotions in appropriate check or for whom the impulse to conceal was 
not a strain. But the same atmosphere might also leave certain emotional 
needs unanswered in times of crisis, or it might limit the outlets available 
to individuals who, correctly or not, judged themselves more emotional 
than the times allowed. Again, shifts in responsiveness to others, based 
on the growing disapproval of intensity, heightened emotional individu- 
alism. But successful navigation of the new environment also required 
some combination of considerable individual self-control, private re- 
lease, and concealment; individualism should not be confused with spon- 
taneity, despite recurrent rhetoric directed against repression. The preoc- 
cupation with one’s own emotional control, in turn, contributed to the 
limited tolerance for the intrusions of others. Victorian selflessness, not 
to mention the emotional collaboration discovered in other cultures— 
like the shared sadness conveyed by the word fago in Ifaluk society** — 
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became increasingly rare, except as it was specially reinvented by groups 
of initial strangers united by some pressing need to manufacture emo- 
tional support. 


Institutional Reactions to the New Culture 


The emotional culture that began to form in the 1920s produced some 
rapid changes in public institutions. Shifts in corporate programs were 
part of the emerging culture itself, particularly in the campaign against 
intense anger. Corporations that set up retraining classes, tests to help 
weed out hotheads, and personnel counseling were responding to the 
new standards while also defining and disseminating them. Over time, 
additional corporate initiatives flowed from the larger implications of 
twentieth-century emotionology. By the 1950s job interviews were char- 
acteristically restructured to reduce emotional anxiety. The idea of using 
emotional cues to test character gave way to a desire to promote calm, 
since vigorous emotion would simply distract. The same style applied to 
the increasingly common exit interview, where departing employees 
were encouraged to discuss problems but also to gain a more balanced 
mood; insofar as possible, no one should go away mad.*° 

Work life might still stir deep emotion; we have seen that many 
workers responded to the new standards not by avoiding emotion but 
by restraining or concealing it. Public impact is not the same thing as 
institutional ability actually to control emotional experience. Corporate 
manipulation did confuse some workers about what their “real”? emo- 
tions were, but it did not control emotional experience completely. This 
same uncertainty applies to the military efforts to curtail intense emotion 
by providing a more understanding approach to fear during World War 
II and then subsequently reducing hazing exercises in training, for their 
success can hardly be measured.*’ 

On the other hand, attempts to regulate the activities of children and 
youth, particularly prominent during the early decades of the twentieth 
century, had more consistent implications for emotional socialization. 
Adult groups sought to limit boy culture, to reduce the fights and the 
risky dares that had translated ingredients of Victorian emotionology 
into daily life. Adult initiatives were not entirely successful, but many 
historians agree that the autonomy of boys was curtailed to some extent 
into early adolescence by activities such as scouting and by the extension 
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of after-school programs. Some of the resultant organizations, to be 
sure, maintained a Victorian tone—like the sports teams that worked 
on channeling anger. Others, however, sought more fully to regulate 
intense interactions; cub scout programs, for example, emphasized crafts 
that might substitute busy work with inanimate objects for some of the 
emotional liveliness of Victorian boyhood. 

Schools participated actively in the attempt to develop new policies 
that would limit emotionality. Success may have been elusive because 
for each emotion-reducing policy, other developments, such as racial 
integration, may have provided new reasons for fear or anger in the 
school setting.4? But explicit school policies did shift under the new 
emotionological aegis, and these policies had significant consequences in 
their own right. 

By the 1930s, school authorities began urging reduction of fear- 
inducing situations. One authority noted: “Many junior high schools, 
by eliminating home work and stressing day-by-day preparation at 
school, have done much to banish the fear of semester examinations.” 
By the 1940s education officials increasingly emphasized positive rein- 
forcements rather than fear-inducing punishments and comparisons, to 
the point that some educators came to believe that only kindness, not 
stressful criticism, was worth conveying as a response to classroom 
work. The flunking of students declined in favor of more lenient ac- 
knowledgments of minimum quality or improvement such that students 
could be spared the anxiety, and teachers the resultant student anger, of 
being held back. Schools worked also to limit hazing practices by student 
organizations. The decline of new introductions of honor codes was a 
response to concerns about the stress of intense guilt, and by the 1960s 
students themselves proved increasingly loath to report violations of 
codes lest they betray their peers and involve themselves in unwanted 
settings of intense emotion.’ Competitiveness was downplayed by new 
policies designed to keep grades private. By the 1980s identifiable post- 
ing of grades, by which students might learn their comparative ranking 
and risk the resultant envy and jealous resentment, had become not only 
uncommon but illegal (though in this case students often rejected the 
system by immediately discussing their grades anyway, in part to demon- 
strate their ability to rise above emotional tensions among friends). 
Schools also developed the use of guidance counselors in part to deal 
with children—particularly angry children—who did not live up to 
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appropriate emotional codes. And by the 1950s teachers themselves, like 
other middle-class workers, were being urged to adopt more “‘psycholog- 
ical” techniques in dealing with students— including careful control over 
their own tempers.>! 

Most indicative of the new desire to defuse the emotional atmosphere 
of the classroom was the progressive shift in grading policies. By the 
1950s, school authorities—including teachers—began to participate in 
a massive escalation of average grades, which often yielded a majority of 
students earning honors marks in suburban high schools and prestigious 
colleges, despite evidence that objective student performance levels were 
deteriorating. Higher grades were thought to reduce student anxiety 
and anger and thus help teachers curtail emotional confrontations with 
students or their parents (this trend largely continues into the 1990s). 
For their part, many students seemed not illogically to assume that a 
friendly personality and controlled emotional behavior largely sufficed 
to merit good marks. American schools—and particularly those domi- 
nated by the middle class—showed the stamp of a new set of emotional 
goals as strong emotion came to be seen as a distraction from, even a 
deterrent to, educational performance rather than a spur to 
achievement.** 

American colleges and universities participated enthusiastically in the 
new emotional climate, particularly from the 1950s onward. They at- 
tacked emotionally threatening (and sometimes physically dangerous) 
fraternity hazing practices in favor of milder initiations. They joined in 
the upward grading curve and provided a growing array of counseling 
services and friendly student affairs personnel to make students feel less 
emotionally threatened. Evaluations of faculty encouraged students to 
comment on the personality attributes of faculty, promoting a sense that 
traditional aloofness or invocations of fear should be replaced by a more 
relaxed, at least apparently affable manner. “Quality of life?” became a 
campus watchword as a moderate and supportive emotional atmosphere 
replaced traditional points of stress. As campus supervision of sexual 
habits declined amid 1960s attacks on the doctrine of in loco parentis, 
efforts to monitor emotional styles in the direction of a pleasant mildness 
ironically increased. 

The new emotionology increasingly informed the law and some uses 
of the law. The same held true for Victorian emotional culture, but the 
new directions were even more dramatically novel. As early as the 
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1890s, American states began to turn against the jealousy defense as an 
excuse for homicide, as they increasingly disallowed the invocation of 
the “unwritten law” as a form of insanity. Even with this shift, however, 
state legislatures and juries continued to reduce the charge of murder to 
that of manslaughter when the “heat of passion” could be invoked by a 
man. Southern states in particular maintained their regional tradition of 
supporting jealousy. By the 1970s, however, passion was finally struck 
down. Texas withdrew its statute in 1974 while Georgia rescinded its 
tolerance in 1977. “In this day of no-fault, on-demand divorce, when 
adultery is merely a misdemeanor ... any idea that a spouse is ever 
justified in taking the life of another—adulterous spouse or illicit 
lover—to prevent adultery is uncivilized.”°? Public or at least legal 
sanction for this intense emotional act had been revoked. Other states 
moved in the same direction, even limiting jury flexibility in delivering 
verdicts on manslaughter. 

Jealousy and even intense love were also attacked by the abrupt 
termination of alienation-of-affection suits, which flourished in the 
United States from the late nineteenth century until the 1930s. Alien- 
ation-of-affection actions had been based on the idea that engagement 
gave each partner some ownership of the other—such that proprietary 
rights were violated if one partner was wooed away—and also on a 
recognition of the intense suffering that withdrawal of love might cause. 
Emotional distress must be soothed, usually by substantial monetary 
awards from a well-to-do fiancé. By the 1930s, however, the emotiono- 
logical basis for these “heart balm” suits, as they had been dubbed, had 
eroded. Jealousy was now tawdry and embarrassing, and people should 
either not love too intensely or lick their wounds in private. The rate of 
suits plummeted, and in the 1970s state governments (with rare excep- 
tions) put an end to the category by formal legislation.°* 

The most striking and general legal incorporation of the growing 
hostility to emotional intensity applied to the growing currency of no- 
fault actions. Just as the rise of mental cruelty provisions had symbolized 
the application of Victorian culture to marriage law, which was intended 
to sanctify intense family bonds and punish their violation, so no-fault 
actions translated the desire to avoid emotional entanglements into an 
even wider-ranging set of legal innovations. No-fault worked toward a 
simplification of divorce whereby neither party would have to proclaim 
particular emotional or other damage and whereby both parties could, 
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for the public record at least, proclaim their ability to agree without 
requiring legally sanctioned emotional (or material) hostage taking. As 
no-fault spread out from California by the late 1960s, the percentage of 
men filing for no-fault divorce increased gradually. This indicates the 
reduced stigma of being divorced, to be sure, but it was also a sign that 
the emotionally “cooler” gender now found a legal proceeding that 
matched its emotional self-image.°* No-fault also mirrored the decline in 
the need to proclaim guilt, not only in divorce but also in automobile 
accidents. The legal provision unquestionably concealed continued 
anger, grief, and guilt, but concealment was part of the new culture, 
certainly preferable to direct, intense confrontation with emotion. 

The advent of no-fault legislation responded to many factors. Con- 
cerning car insurance, reduction of legal costs and delays served as 
primary motivation, but an emotional culture that discouraged adversar- 
ial attitudes was also relevant. The more prosaic changes in insurance 
law prepared the way for no-fault divorce reforms. They also reflected 
growing dissatisfaction with the lies and delays attendant on most fault- 
based divorce, which required couples who had agreed to a divorce to 
trump up charges of cruelty or adultery. Nevertheless, the new emo- 
tional culture was central to the no-fault divorce movement. It was no 
accident that discussions of divorce by consent dated back to the years 
around 1920, when the new emotionology was itself being installed. 
Proponents of no-fault in the 1960s and 1970s argued explicitly in terms 
of avoidance of emotional stress: divorcing couples had experienced 
enough “emotional trauma” without having to “endure a legal trauma 
as well.” The whole adversarial nature of conventional divorce seemed 
anachronistic in an increasingly therapeutic atmosphere. Divorcing cou- 
ples should be encouraged to consider counseling but should also be free, 
perhaps after additional counseling, to undertake a new relationship 
undamaged by a bruising emotional experience in the interim. The elite 
divorce lawyers who initially spearheaded the no-fault movement in 
California were explicitly bent on humanizing the divorce process by 
decreasing the conflict level—and emotional ingredients were central in 
these considerations. California testimony from 1964 onward placed the 
new emotional standards directly on the table (though the novelty was 
not acknowledged). Thus a psychiatrist argued that all divorce was the 
result of “gross emotional immaturity. ... Emotional immaturity is a 
state of decadence or regression . . . because somehow or another, in this 


258 The Impact of the New Standards 


pattern of growth, he [the relevant spouse] was not able to develop 
better solutions, better emotionality, better emotional solutions to prob- 
lems.” 36 Adding intense emotional conflict to this brew was, it seemed, 
nonsensical; it was better to let people cut their losses and start afresh. 
No-fault provisions also affected the costs of litigation and could have 
implications for property settlement, but the response to new emotional 
standards—and above all, the desire to facilitate escape from intensity 
without imposing additional emotional stress in the process—lay at the 
center of this broad legal current. A basic pillar of the legal system 
involving family law and conceptions of responsibility had been recon- 
structed to fit altered beliefs about emotional propriety. 

During the 1970s one state after another raced to catch up with 
California. The speed with which no-fault legislation spread, and the 
relative lack of controversy, further suggest the wide agreement on the 
goals of avoiding unnecessary intensity. One scholar has emphasized 
lobbying and legislative process as the keys to this “silent revolution,” 
but a larger public concern about conflict and the burdens of passion 
drove the process as well.°” 

American law also served emotional goals in other, more indirect 
ways, though here patterns may have been less novel. Rates of litigation 
remained high in the later twentieth century, and many observers com- 
mented on the aggressive, angry style of many courtroom suits. Yet 
beneath the surface, a different emotional reality could be played out. 
Despite, or perhaps because of, the adversarial approach of courtroom 
attorneys, many Americans were drawn to minor lawsuits as a way of 
expressing their anger (or grief) over an accident or malfeasance through 
some sort of small claims action—along with some hope of monetary 
gain, though studies suggested that this was often a minor motivation. 
As one litigant who was suing a store noted: “I was really angry. Pd 
been gypped and there was nothing I could do... I think that suing him 
made me feel better. I guess I did it just to let off steam.” But a 
large minority of individual litigants never actually appeared in court, 
sometimes because out-of-court settlements were made but also, in al- 
most as many instances, because they felt that launching the suit was 
sufficient to serve the purpose of venting. There was no need to follow 
up and no interest in sustaining the emotional basis of the suit intensely 
enough to go to further trouble, particularly amid long trial delays. 
Claims suits thus allowed a modest ritual expression of emotion, but the 


The Impact of the New Standards 259 


act of bringing suit often sufficed to defuse the intensity, and many 
litigants actually depended on the no-show system to excuse them from 
the need for outright confrontation. Thus an apparently direct outlet 
for aggression became increasingly modified as the emotional culture 
encouraged a gap between initial claims and willingness to persist or to 
express intense emotion in an open court. Furthermore, even among 
individuals who did pursue their claims, many were at pains to identify 
their goals as righting an injustice, not as indulging a “fit of anger.” 
Finally, by the later 1970s, even preliminary adversarial action was 
losing ground to arbitration procedures, which provided a counterpart 
to no-fault laws in the divorce arena. Again, not only the law itself but 
also some of its uses translated a widespread desire to restrain passion, 
even though the adversarial elements in the legal system reflected older 
standards.’ 

Advice about emotion thus fed into efforts by employers, youth au- 
thorities, jurists, and legislators to reduce the settings in which strong 
emotion need be expressed or, in the case of legal claims action, to 
provide ritual outlets that might limit the expression. Vivid emotion was 
no longer a useful test of or motivation for people; rather, people 
deserved protection from its onslaught, whether in divorce action or 
military training or school examinations. Gradually and incompletely 
but unquestionably, American institutions moved toward translating a 
culture of mildness into a host of standard routines, with impacts rang- 
ing from grading policies to the unprecedented effort to dissociate the 
emotion-laden concept of fault from wide stretches of the law. 


Conclusion: The Broader Consequences 


The impact of a changing emotionology took shape from the 1930s 
onward. It appeared in the three areas that constitute the crucial tests of 
a link between culture and consequence: personal belief and self-judg- 
ments, reactions to others, and institutional context. However, it was 
not confined to these three areas, for these impacts, in turn, fed a variety 
of new behaviors, facilitating if not actually causing them. New sexual 
patterns, as we have seen, unquestionably depended on a decline in 
the legitimacy of felt jealousy. Not only growing promiscuity but also 
increasing opportunities for wide heterosexual social contacts and atten- 
dant flirting demanded a relaxation of Victorian beliefs not only about 
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women but also about jealousy and intense love. Obviously, some 
Americans remained uncomfortable with the new formulations precisely 
because their values or personalities did not adequately adjust. But 
overall, new beliefs about the need for mature control and new institu- 
tional practices, including declining legal sanction for jealousy, pushed 
the new values and thus opened the way to altered behaviors. The 
decline of open grief affected more than mourning rituals. Rapidly in- 
creasing separation and divorce also caused pain, and again some out- 
right maladjustment, but they were carried out on the assumption that 
most Americans would know how either to control or to conceal their 
grief, with perhaps some sporadic and uncertain emotional support from 
friends so long as the intense reactions were neither too great nor too 
long. Decline of anger linked, as we have seen, to shifts in protest 
movements, reaching well beyond the emotional sphere per se into 
broader reaches of power and politics. 

The impact of the new emotional culture spread to other areas as 
well, though I will leave a full assessment of these wider consequences 
for the conclusion. Political styles expressed the assimilation of the new 
standards despite a few nostalgic gestures to the livelier political culture 
of the past such as the manufactured exhilaration of presidential nomi- 
nating conventions. The emotional edge of political debating declined in 
comparison with nineteenth-century levels or with ongoing patterns in 
parliamentary formats such as those of Great Britain or Canada. Nasti- 
ness may well have increased; several observers suggested that outright 
lying rose from the 1960s onward.°? But direct encounters among candi- 
dates, and particularly the so-called debates that became obligatory after 
the late 1950s, featured largely separate statements blandly devoid of 
any overt anger or passion. Self-presentation rules remained complex. 
Absence of affect was unacceptable; Michael Dukakis discovered this in 
1988 in response to a question about how he would react to a rape of 
his wife, which launched him into a dry, rational discourse on his 
philosophy of punishment and convinced many observers that he was a 
political robot. But public displays of intense emotion, and particularly 
negative emotion, were now signs of vulnerability, not desirable fervor. 
Subcultural styles that retained a higher degree of emotionality, as in 
African American politics, remained interesting but also somewhat for- 
eign, outside the middle-class mainstream. Not surprisingly, the self- 
control and plasticity widely noted as being required for television cover- 
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age blended readily with the emotional culture that had already been 
taking shape: public figures must be ready to display emotional control 
and a meaningless smile at the drop of a camera button. 

On the more personal level, declining intensity affected issues of 
emotional commitment in friendship and family life. By the 1950s a 
sense of growing reservations about deep emotional involvement be- 
tween parents and children, among friends, and in courtship became 
widespread and persisted into the 1990s. The theme was easily trivial- 
ized and exaggerated, but it had some measurable manifestations. The 
shift from reliance on dating to wider peer associations pointed in the 
direction of looser emotional (though not sexual) involvements among 
teenagers after 1960. The rise in the marriage age in the middle class 
from the early 1970s onward, along with increasing divorce, translated 
new tensions about commitment into the statistical realm. A looser style 
of address from children to parents was matched between the 1950s and 
the 1970s by the measurable decline in parental satisfaction with chil- 
dren. Fathers and mothers alike reported a decreasing sense of reward in 
dealing with their children. In 1976, for example, less than half as many 
American parents rated children as providing a major goal in life as had 
their counterparts twenty years before. Thus a decline in parents’ moral 
authority over children was matched by declining emotional rewards. 
According to the same polling data, the importance of the marital bond 
did rise, but this conclusion stands in some contradiction to actual rates 
of marriage and divorce, and it is notable that good marriages were 
defined more in terms of shared consumption goals and leisure patterns 
than in terms of emotional interactions where, as we have seen, men and 
women often evinced sharp disagreements.© Overall, while the family 
institution remained varied and viable, attention to individual needs, 
including as we can now see the complex task of emotional self-control 
and self-presentation, increasingly overshadowed strong emotional 
bonds with others. 

The impacts of twentieth-century emotional culture need further 
study. This is true even in areas where definite conclusions can already 
be drawn. In some respects twentieth-century impacts are less well ex- 
plored than their Victorian counterparts, for greater familiarity with 
the Victorian culture and greater perspective on its interactions have 
facilitated recent findings concerning the intertwining of emotionology 
with courtship, workplace environment, and law. This chapter’s tenta- 
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tive sketch of consequences had to await the analysis central to the 
earlier chapters, that is, the clear definition of the twentieth-century 
standards that replaced Victorianism and establishment of the major 
causes involved. The same definition also invites further work that will 
take this new culture seriously as a factor among a variety of other 
developments in American society. Some of the contours of emotional 
relationships within the twentieth-century family, for example, remain 
elusive. Certainly additional work on friendship and other centers of 
emotional response to others remains highly desirable, for generaliza- 
tions and laments have outpaced data on change. 

What, for example, was the impact of the new emotional culture on 
relationships among siblings after early childhood? Declining family size 
reduced early sibling ties and encouraged a focus on parents. The new 
emotional standards warned against too much intensity among siblings 
because it was likely to turn sour, perhaps even dangerous. Hence sib- 
lings were urged to separate, to emphasize individual rather than shared 
space, and to develop activities that would discourage intense rivalries. 
Probably, this pattern fostered looser sibling relationships in subsequent 
adulthood. Certainly twentieth-century imagery, in which adult brothers 
and sisters play only bit parts in most middle-class lives, contrasts mark- 
edly with Victorian ideals of lifelong bonds emanating from the emo- 
tionally vivid family of origin.®! Here might be one more area in which 
the effort to downplay intensity has undercut a potentially vigorous 
human relationship—always recognizing, of course, individual varia- 
tions around the norm. But because the actual history of ties among 
brothers and sisters has yet to be sketched, any plausible conclusion 
about trends that would link this emotional relationship to somewhat 
clearer shifts in friendship and parenthood must remain hypothetical, 
awaiting further work that can utilize the framework provided by the 
historical findings on emotionological change. 

The nature of variations around the new norms also deserves atten- 
tion. Regional factors are less important than in the nineteenth century, 
which seems logical, but the South continues to stand out in certain 
areas of impact—even in rates of homicide provoked by jealousy. Reli- 
gious and ethnic subcultures also demand attention where emotional 
standards are concerned. Gender variations emerge more clearly but 
amid great complexity in comparison with the clear-cut principles of the 
nineteenth century. Gender standards for emotional expression merged; 
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this was one of the leading trends from the 1920s onward, well in 
advance of a full revolution in ascribed roles. Both males and females 
were called upon to reduce their special areas of emotional intensity in 
favor of a common pattern of control. However, this same movement 
generated special attacks on emotional women and on women’s Victo- 
rian traditions, whereas men were called to change with far less editori- 
alizing. This differentiation, in turn, along with the striking distinctions 
in the prior tradition, generated some real dispute, not so much over 
the basic new standards but rather over the ways in which they were 
incorporated. Women’s links to a special maternalism attenuated but 
did not disappear. Women remained more likely to think of love than 
men—by the 1980s they were almost twice as likely to associate sex 
with love, for example—and they continued to associate love with self- 
sacrifice, in contrast to the most heralded male variants of the modern 
love theme. Even more generally, women responded to new emotional 
rules with frequent interest in discussion, whereas men disproportion- 
ately preferred to leave the subject off their conversational agendas 
(beginning even in boyhood, when excited talk of sports served as the 
main topical gambit).°* Thus conventional images of emotional differen- 
tiation persisted, often in contrast to a more common shared reality. The 
new culture, in sum, redefined gender distinctions, but despite some 
homogenizing impulses, it hardly eliminated them and may actually have 
exacerbated potential misunderstandings about how emotions were to 
be handled. Add to region, gender, class, and ethnicity the factor of 
personal variations, and the complexities of adjustments to the new 
emotional standards inevitably require further analysis. 

Change occurred nevertheless, and it moved many segments of the 
American middle class in some common directions. Public tolerance of 
strong emotion declined. Embarrassment frequently checked emotional 
intensity and led to claims of a uniformly cool, controlled personality.®? 
Increasing numbers of people concealed their emotional reactions when 
dealing with objectionable acts, or loss, or rivalry, or even the tug of 
family ties, for they were rightly aware that they could not count on 
much active support from others or were even persuaded that their 
reactions were their fault in the first place. Intense emotions still oc- 
curred, if only because the environment delivered new challenges that 
could not be fit into a culture of control, but they fit the revised Ameri- 
can context badly. 


9 


The Need for Outlets: Reshaping 
American Leisure 


Some societies may manage almost complete control of at least one 
strong emotional category, like anger. The Hutterite religious sect in 
Canada discouraged aggression by providing no rewards for angry be- 
havior and no examples of adult anger. As a result, despite severe 
discipline and many frustrations, it avoided almost any kind of interper- 
sonal aggression. Zuni Indians prohibited not only outward signs of 
anger but the inner feeling as well, a standard that children learned as 
part of their initiation into religious adulthood. The Utku Inuit group 
tolerates anger only in infants; beyond that, it provides neither vocabu- 
lary nor behavior that could encourage anger, and manages to remain 
apparently anger free.' 

These examples of extensive expunging raise some questions, of 
course. First, they involve small, unusually cohesive cultures; such thor- 
ough repression may be unimaginable, even for a single social class, in a 
larger society. Second, they involve a single reproved emotion, not the 
recent American pattern that seeks to control intensity across the board. 
And finally, they may not actually have succeeded in fully repressing the 
emotion in question. While the Utku resolutely avoid anger, they kick 
their dogs viciously and, when encountering frustration, they frequently 
cry; emotion may have been successfully diverted, but it has hardly 
been expunged. 

Although it was averse to intensity, twentieth-century American emo- 
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tional culture did not attempt a full repression of major emotions. 
Popularizers urged verbal identification of the emotions, and assumed 
that, while successful socialization would reduce their strength and avoid 
“festering,” they might well persist. The trick was to control or conceal, 
not to escape altogether. The culture itself, then, raised the issue of what 
might happen to emotions that could not be openly indulged but that 
endured nevertheless. 

In fact, the twentieth-century standards raise issues important to 
emotions research in general. Both the possibility of basic emotions and 
observable historical continuities in human emotion suggest that people 
may have a common range of emotions or affects that are biologically 
or psychologically programmed in. If this is the case, then culturally 
constructed efforts to constrain emotions may well affect overt expres- 
sion, but the emotions will also demand compensatory outlets—as with 
the Utku and their dogs. Thus the new attempt to restrain certain 
emotions and emotional intensity in general forces some inquiry into 
potential outlets. As we will see, emotional constraint not only served as 
a direct cause of new laws and habits; it also served as an indirect cause 
of approved surrogates. 

Apart from the possibility that certain emotions are basic, the sheer 
power of Victorian values made it probable that, especially during the 
first generation of cultural change, considerable continuity would persist 
from the past even as some shifts began to take hold. The potency of the 
imagery of motherhood, or transcendent love, or righteous masculine 
anger clearly might live on, possibly merging with the new standards in 
a durable amalgam. Here, too, there may have been an attempt to 
compensate for the new values, and this attempt may have constituted 
part of the larger impact of the new emotionology. Several observers 
have, for example, noted a tendency for emotional nostalgia in the later 
twentieth century as contemporaries look back on real or imagined past 
images of motherhood or channeled anger and wish they could some- 
how be recaptured. Nostalgia might cause complexity in its own right, 
helping to create some alternatives to the straightforward translation of 
the now-dominant standards into middle-class life.” 

Three issues, then, prompt a brief consideration of some ambivalent 
qualities in the larger impact of twentieth-century emotionology. First, 
because complete suppression was not envisaged, many Americans may 
actively have sought surrogate channels beyond secretive diary writing, 
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not to challenge the more fundamental standards but to relieve the 
resultant tensions slightly. Second, to the extent that basic impulses 
exist, an approach so much more systematically suppressive than its 
Victorian predecessor (particularly for men) may have prompted unfore- 
seen changes that would provide outlets outside the most official culture. 
And third, the sheer power of Victorian impulses (some of them relating 
to even earlier Western norms) may have required some compromises 
with Victorianism, even as the new standards largely won the day; 
nostalgia for past expressions could enter into this mix. 

In the analysis that follows, we will see that the results of twentieth- 
century emotional culture involved an increasing reliance on partially 
symbolic alternatives to day-to-day emotional restraint, some of them 
expressive of Victorian standards, some of them serving even more 
obviously as raw release. Tracing the emotional functions of familiar 
twentieth-century staples in such areas as leisure and vocabulary gives 
deeper meaning and explanation to facets of emotional life that lie 
largely outside work and family. It also extends the causal power of the 
ascending emotional culture itself—though in some unexpected direc- 
tions. 

Outsiders provided one form of symbolic alternative. As with many 
cultures, Americans in the twentieth century sometimes looked to them 
as legitimate targets for otherwise dubious intensities. Some picked inter- 
nal targets, like minority groups, but on the whole the public use of 
these groups for venting suppressed emotion declined in favor after the 
1920s. Foreign enemies were another matter; Hitler and then Soviet 
Russia provided outstanding symbols against which fear and anger could 
be directed. Whether American emotional culture encouraged more sym- 
bolic enmity than was otherwise likely merits consideration. Anger, fear, 
and grief partially constrained at home could pour out in hostility to 
foes abroad, even more than is usual in the arena of international 
conflict. The Soviet atomic threat, which generated fear that Americans 
had been taught they should be able to avoid, may thus have generated 
unusually strong reactions against Communist evil, in this case at home 
through McCarthyism as well as abroad.’ As the Soviet threat faded in 
the later 1980s, efforts to find new targets for intense hostilities—as in 
likening Iraq’s Saddam Hussein to Hitler—might also suggest emotional 
needs that made foreign villains particularly welcome. Proving an un- 
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usual employment of outside emotional targets would admittedly be 
difficult, but the possibility is real. 

More obvious, and more clearly related to the peculiarities of twenti- 
eth-century emotional culture, was the use of more accessible cultural 
symbols to relieve emotional pressures imposed by the new norms. 
Revealingly, whereas the word ‘‘cool’? was a standard invocation in 
daily exchanges, the word “‘hot” began to apply to leisure goods such as 
intense music, or sex, or consumer sales items, or any new popular- 
culture icon. Revealingly also, while “hot”? might have been good in 
these symbolic connections, it never came to rival “‘cool” in standard 
vocabulary. Hot qualities remained not only separate from but also 
more dangerous than the approved cool. 

Balancing standard norms with outlets was a difficult task in twenti- 
eth-century America. Individuals and at times the larger society could 
come close to explosion when suppressed emotions were unmatched by 
suitable releases. Individual tantrums, and collective hysterias directed 
for example at feared minorities or foreign devils, suggested the fragility 
of the balance. Nevertheless, outlets did help, and the emotional culture 
defined a wide array of usages for watching displays of intensity by 
others. 


Release through Power: An Emotional Upper Class 


Because of personality traits of Victorian heritage or some other com- 
plex set of factors, many individuals in the middle class defied the 
pervasive injunctions against emotional intensity. A marriage partner 
might still try to dominate through anger or compel attention through 
intense grief. The new norms affected the range of emotional experience, 
but there were hosts of variations. 

One of these variations stemmed from status. Individuals of high 
status could still release types of emotional intensity that were normally 
disapproved. The corporate work environment was democratic in 
tone, but at least in the United States, some limits applied. Thus the 
T-group movement, while generalizing recommendations about calm 
and control, rarely evoked participation by top management. Corres- 
pondingly, executives were far less likely to emphasize smooth personali- 
ties and more likely to stress aggressive traits than were middle manag- 
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ers. After a prior career in middle management, some executives 
doubtless maintained a controlled, superficially friendly style, but this 
was far from the norm.* 

Furthermore, precisely because intensity was normally shunned, the 
impact of a temperamentally manipulative executive could be confusing. 
Outbursts that would usually bring discredit to their presenters were less 
clear cut when combined with power. Small wonder that many middle 
managers commented on how “frazzled” they were; in addition to meet- 
ing their own requirements of emotional control, they also had to medi- 
ate between demanding working-class subordinates and angry bosses. 
By the same token, chief executives could escape from a work life of 
emotional caution by capping successful promotion with a relaxation of 
the twentieth-century emotional rules.° 

By 1990 a new phrase denoted both the temptation of those atop the 
hierarchy to indulge in more spontaneous emotion and the tension that 
this habit could evoke. American leaders began to speak, or be spoken 
of, in terms of “‘going ballistic.” Thus in 1992 President Bush was 
reported as “going ballistic” over information leaks in his administra- 
tion. Or as the same president had disclosed in 1988, with characteristic 
verbal felicity, he might at times go “a little ballistic—which is only part 
true—semi-ballistic.”” This exaggerated missile terminology suggests 
both an attempt to recognize the unusual, extreme quality of anger even 
at this level and a desire to make sure the emotion drew attention by 
subordinates. Emotional life, newly constrained at most middle-class 
levels, was definitely not yet egalitarian.® 


The Therapeutic Approach 


The constraints of the new emotional culture were clearly reflected in 
the growing use of formal therapy, wherein individuals sought to release 
their grief, anger, or fear in the privacy of a professional office. Talking 
out intense emotions became a central therapeutic mechanism that fit 
the wider notions of verbal venting while also serving as an acceptable, 
because confidential, outlet.” 

Along with individual sessions, group therapy movements built on 
the dominant culture and its attendant constraints. In 1959, to take one 
widely publicized example, Synanon was established in California to 
provide self-help for heroin addicts. The organization was founded on 
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the assumption that addicts were unaware of their own realities, using 
drugs to escape bottled-up emotions that must be effectively released in 
order to restore proper functioning. Given a lifetime of self-deceit and 
emotional evasion, “truth” required open expressions of verbal violence 
and hostility. Cathartic sessions promoted foul language, shouts, and 
violent gestures in order to achieve two purposes: realistic self-confron- 
tation and draining of the accumulated emotion. Release was essential, 
not to arouse anger but to avoid festering. Insults and other provoca- 
tions built up confrontations during the catharsis, for lashing out was a 
vital, though early and temporary, phase in the emotional healing 
process.® 


The Need for Outlets: Family 


Unlike some top executives, most middle-class people could not count 
on bending the rules or finding occasions in the daily routine to set off 
emotional missiles. Nor did most rely on therapy groups. Therefore 
many people experienced a new need for alternative settings in which a 
different emotional vision could be indulged. 

For some, one such setting was the family. Though it was technically 
against the emotional norms to do so, many people allowed emotions 
carefully bottled up on the job to spill out at home. Even though they 
knew that their outbursts were inappropriate, they could not contain 
themselves—and their guilt could actually add fuel to the fire. By the 
1960s some authorities were suggesting that the family be used as a 
release, “‘providing a place where one can safely drain off hostility that 
has accumulated in the outside world.” This was described as “one of 
the important mental health functions of a good marriage.” Some hus- 
bands, particularly, adopted this tack. One commentator described a 
man who “had no difficulty keeping his small-boy side locked away 
while he was at work.” But his immaturity could not fully be stifled: 
“To him, ‘relaxing’ at home had come to mean letting the small boy call 
the shots and bully everybody.” Yet for most people this outlet, if used 
at all, provided scant relief; polls revealed growing discomfort, with 
oneself or with a spouse, when hostile emotions burst forth. “Pd get so 
upset, I’d throw up and not be able to eat.” “When she comes after me 
like that, yapping like that, she might as well be hitting me with a bat.” 
And there is evidence, further, that middle-class couples in particular 
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worked hard to restrain emotions, even in times of economic tension, 
that other American families might release more freely.? 

The strict rules many people tried to impose on themselves could 
certainly prove counterproductive. It is possible, even in some middle- 
class families, that the absence of regular opportunities to express vigor- 
ous, hostile emotions drove some individuals to greater extremes when 
they passed the breaking point. Family abuse was of course no invention 
of the twentieth century, but it may have been exacerbated by the very 
effort of emotional constraint. Parents who carefully learned that even 
mild expressions of anger against children were damaging might in some 
instances have prepared for an episode of more extensive abuse by their 
curbs on daily spontaneity. Jealousy, sedulously denied by most men, 
could trigger beatings and worse, and some authorities contended that 
the very act of denial intensified the anger and made the ultimate con- 
flagration worse. '° 

Yet extensive use of the home as a place for emotional release was 
not common, precisely because it so clearly deviated from long-standing 
emotional rules. The larger impact of twentieth-century emotionology 
was to support a growing array of symbolic emotional alternatives 
that in turn described a large part of the leisure life of the growing 
middle class. 


The Need for Outlets: The Culture of Leisure 


Many cultures offer channels for deviation from standard social con- 
straints. One example is the often-noted role of approved drunkenness 
and some sexual license in what otherwise seems a straitened Japanese 
middle-class existence. Certainly Victorian culture had its escape 
hatches. Vigorous moral reform could provide women with occasions 
for righteous anger normally reserved for men, while men could seek 
alternatives to sexual regulations through pornography, use of prosti- 
tutes, and the like. Even women could find opportunities for mild sexual 
titillation in stories of aristocratic derring-do, like du Maurier’s tales of 
Trilby. Where emotional norms were concerned, however, most Victo- 
rian leisure culture abided by the rules. Stories of transcendent love or 
successful battles with jealousy or fear were written in ways that seem 
naively exaggerated today, but they were in full harmony with desired 
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intensities. Sports helped boys and young men carry out injunctions to 
preserve but channel anger and to cultivate courage. 

How well this harmony between leisure and mainstream values 
worked may be questioned. Many middle-class people, even aside from 
“hysterical” women, may have been too constrained by emotional 
norms that not only regulated their work and family relationships but 
also ruled their available reading matter and leisure-time activities. On 
the other hand, the fact that both leisure and real life allowed for 
opportunities for emotional intensity may have made the amalgam work 
for many people. While spontaneity was discouraged, blandness could 
also be avoided by people who formed intense attachments to friends or 
family, who prided themselves on the passion that impelled them in 
work or on a playing field, and who sought reading matter and other 
entertainment that would help them imagine themselves in other emo- 
tional excursions that seemed challenging extensions of real life. 

Beyond reinforcing approved emotional intensity, elements of nine- 
teenth-century leisure culture provided undeniable excitement. With new 
forms of fiction, like hard-hitting detective novels of the Nick Carter 
genre, and with growing use of sports and some frequenting of lower- 
class amusement centers, the excitement potential accelerated in the final 
two decades of the century. Some leisure historians and theorists, build- 
ing on these developments, have assumed a straight-line trajectory be- 
tween Victorian amusements and more contemporary patterns. How- 
ever, despite undeniable links in both form and excitement function, the 
twentieth century added important new ingredients, based not only on 
more ample time and resources but also on growing needs for emotional 
alternatives. '! 

It is hardly a secret that middle-class leisure began to diverge strik- 
ingly from Victorian patterns by the 1920s, with some limited innova- 
tions taking shape even before 1900. Popular fiction and then films 
moved away from straightforward moralisms into a variety of escapist 
ploys, featuring new levels of adventure, violence, and implied sexuality. 
Sports gained growing audiences, and while they embodied some key 
Victorian values, their role began to change for the middle class in 
important ways. Heightened consumerism poured new passions into 
the acquisitions of things. Middle-class people, in sum, began to seek 
experiences and imagery that would allow them to use leisure safely to 
compensate for the growing stringency of their emotional life. Much 
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leisure became deliberately separate from, almost deliberately antagonis- 
tic to, the norms of daily life. 

Attempts to explain the dramatically novel tone of twentieth-century 
leisure have often floundered. New technology such as movies and, later, 
television provided a new framework for leisure but hardly accounts for 
the form it took. After all, Victorian moralisms could have been trans- 
lated to the new media, and they sometimes were, to a limited extent. 
Commercial manipulation by the new capitalist captains of professional 
entertainment clearly helped prompt a growing emphasis on impulse 
and also a certain passivity within the target audience. Appealing to 
widespread human interests literally around the world in the twentieth 
century, commercial manipulation does help explain some of the new 
leisure currents, but it does not fully account for audience response in 
the United States; there is a gap to be filled. Many authors have also 
pointed to growing middle-class interest in lower-class and ethnic enter- 
tainment forms that provided alternatives to middle-class inhibitions. 
Entertainers from outside the mainstream middle class acquired new 
roles, and some middle-class youth deliberately went “slumming” in 
order to experience new forms of music, looser language, and more open 
sexuality. Criminal elements associated with leisure interests such as 
gambling gained new influence in the process. But even granting an 
increase of democratic impulse in a consumer society and a modification 
of Victorian snobberies, it is not clear why middle-class people found 
new uses for alternative cultures in their leisure lives. Gambling impresa- 
rios may have benefited from the new quest for excitement, but they did 
not cause it.!? 

The development of new emotional constraints, particularly the new 
barriers against intensity, helps account for crucial directions of twenti- 
eth-century leisure in the growing American middle class and for the 
meaning of this leisure. The new emotionology also contributes directly 
to an understanding of the timing involved; after all, some of the possi- 
bilities, including lower-class contact, had been available long before 
they were actually taken up. Correspondingly, the new leisure, broadly 
construed, helps explain how Americans could accept the new emotional 
rules in their daily lives: by seeking a realm of imagination now explicitly 
different from their actual emotional routines. Leisure was not life, as 
some advocates of a new leisure ethic mistakenly argued.!° Its divergence 
from normal rules was precisely its emotional function. Commercial 
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promoters seized on these new leisure needs and perhaps extended them, 
but they did not create them. Influences from lower-class social and 
ethnic groups fed into the leisure patterns, but only because middle- 
class people found in them some of the symbolic alternatives they now 
required. As leisure time grew, the relationship between leisure and daily 
reality changed dramatically. Emotional needs served as the intermedi- 
ary between several developments such as corporate work and the new 
direction of leisure. 

Growing interest in sexuality, particularly but not exclusively among 
men, formed one vital channel. By the 1920s groups like fraternity 
brothers began to talk more openly about sex, to seek sexual pleasure 
more consistently, and to think about sex more often or at least more 
consistently than their Victorian counterparts had done. Where actual 
sexual opportunities fell short, an increasingly charged world of fiction 
and advertising extended the imagination. Sex or sexual musings pro- 
vided an intensity that emotional life might now lack, an ability briefly 
to lose oneself without directly violating the emotional code. '* 

Language loosened in the new leisure culture. Cursing became more 
common, first among men and then among aspiring women in the 
middle class. The growing openness of swearing has been widely noted 
in histories of twentieth-century middle-class culture but is hard to 
explain. Contacts with lower-class elements that had never accepted 
Victorian shibboleths about profanity fed into the new pattern, but they 
hardly account for middle-class acceptance. The same holds true for 
media promotion of looser language; while shock value helped sell 
certain books and movies, it was responsible more for furthering a new 
middle-class impulse than for creating it. Beginning in the 1920s some 
new expressions, like the popular and ambiguous exclamation “nuts,” 
followed from the growing effort to pursue sexual interests more openly. 
But acceptance of swearing, including women’s growing tolerance even 
before their own widespread indulgence, allowed more than sexual allu- 
sion. It permitted a verbal jolt at a time when standard emotional rules 
were tightening. The same people who were learning to mask their 
anger, or even to claim they had none, might now openly say “‘hell’’ or 
“damn” or, still later, even “fuck.” The words were not intended to 
convey deep anger, and it was a task of middle-class auditors to learn 
not to take the words seriously—a test of their own participation in a 
charade in which strong words were meant to be divorced from strong 
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emotion. Saying the words might provide some release, but their utter- 
ance was often accompanied by a carefully reassuring grin designed to 
confirm that no real emotional rules violation had been intended.'° 

Sports, shopping, and escapist fiction provided three other outlets, 
often combined with more open sexuality and looser language, in which 
intensity could be sought outside normal emotional life. These outlets 
tended to promote a growing quest for the excitement that Victorians 
had sought in passion. And by being disconnected from the usual rules, 
they also fostered a certain passivity in which acts and products offered 
by others might substitute for direct experience. 

Consumerism was hardly new in the twentieth century. Elements of it 
surely date back to the first uses of economic surplus in human life, 
particularly in emerging upper classes, and a modern form of more 
extensive, expressive consumerism has been plausibly traced to the eigh- 
teenth century, when acquisition of things like stylish clothing began to 
play a new role in Western society.!® In the twentieth century, however, 
consumerism became more widespread, commanding new uses of time 
and fostering new environments like shopping centers and then malls. It 
also became, in its own way, more intense. The new emotional culture 
deliberately fostered surrogate attachment to objects as a means of 
preventing emotional intensity among people. Thus, as a means of curb- 
ing sibling jealousy, children were taught to turn to their own things and 
to expect new ones. Adult men were offered consumerism as a preferred 
alternative to intense romantic love, and the newly touted companionate 
marriage emphasized shared enjoyment of acquisitions. The act of shop- 
ping began to acquire a potential passion of its own, particularly for 
middle-class women. At an extreme, the passion could turn to kleptoma- 
nia, in which the intense yearning for goods surpassed both any real 
economic need and the law itself.!” Theft aside, it was now permissible 
to invest emotional meaning in the act of acquisition and in the objects 
acquired. American advertising and merchandising carefully stressed ul- 
timate equality of access, and as a result consumerism was not seen as 
violating democratic standards or directly leading to envy.'® This further 
legitimized an attachment to things that might easily surpass the newly 
constrained attachments to people. Revealingly, new emotional involve- 
ments with pets accompanied the growing interest in things. Surely 
the vital connection between consumerism and emotional culture helps 
explain consumerism itself, a dominant phenomenon of twentieth-cen- 
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tury American life but one whose meaning—as opposed to its utility to 
its capitalist promoters—has been difficult to penetrate. 

Like consumerism, sports also appeared in modern form before the 
twentieth century but took on additional meanings because of new kinds 
of emotional needs. Whereas shopping may have served women more 
fully than men, sports involved men more than women, though gender 
distinctions were not absolute. 

The emergence of new sports emphasis in the nineteenth century 
formed part of Victorian emotionology. It largely differentiated boys 
from girls. It helped teach boys not only physical fitness (an interest 
that girls might also acquire) but also the manly emotional qualities of 
channeled anger and control of fear. Sports served many other functions 
as well, including recalling more traditional, preindustrial community 
solidarity——there is no need to push emotionological explanations too 
far. But the relationship to Victorian values was obvious, and it was 
often noted in prescriptive literature about how boys could be trained to 
be men.!? 

Victorian-traditional qualities in sports persisted through the twenti- 
eth century, a phenomenon that provides one of the real complexities in 
dealing with the actual incorporation of newer emotional standards. 
Although boys were taught in early childhood to be emotionally similar 
to girls, for many decades access to sports was exclusively theirs. As in 
Victorian times, they were still told that sports allowed men emotionally 
to prove themselves. In sports activities they were allowed physical 
contacts and embraces with friends now denied in other settings. They 
were told to conquer their fear and to deliberately seek aggression. 
Emotion remained good in sports, and sports were still touted— Victo- 
rian style—as providing valuable training in emotion. 

Yet because of the larger changes in emotional culture, including the 
new emotional rules that were urged on men at work in their capacities 
as middle managers or salesmen, sports integrated less fully with men’s 
lives than had been the case in the nineteenth century. Sports now 
provided occasions for nostalgic indulgence that were vital not so much 
to train men as to help them endure the new emotional rules that 
corporate manhood entailed. The symbolic functions of sports changed 
precisely in the decades in which they began to gain vast new popularity. 
They explicitly became emotional outlets, and this new function often 
overwhelmed more traditional purposes: 
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I watched the Steelers lose football games every way you could think of and | 
never bitched. And I ain’t no gambler neither. Never bet a penny on the football 
game, I just used to go to old Forbes Field every Sunday when the Steelers were 
home and it just brought out a lot of emotion in me I couldn’t get rid of no 
other way. 

Those are men. Giants. And they’re down there strugglin’ and sweatin’ and 
bleedin’ and doin’ a little war right there between those little chalk stripes on the 
grass and I just found out I could whoop and holler my guts out and nobody 
would think I was nuts. It didn’t make no difference to anybody else what I was 
really hollering about. People around me were all hollering too. I mean, it really 
helps you, brother, to reach down to your toes and pull out a yell you been 
keepin’ bottled up inside you for Christ knows how long.?° 


Twentieth-century men watched games that recalled physical skills 
they had shared or wished to share, but above all they watched games 
that reflected different emotional rules from those they lived with. They 
could watch ritualized, in-your-face arguments with referees, open exhil- 
aration, emotional comradery in victory or loss, courageous play 
through pain and violent clashes on the playing fields or hockey rinks — 
they could watch, in sum, Victorian-style intensity writ large. While 
most of the sports that gained spectator popularity had been regularized 
in the nineteenth century, through provision of standardized rules and 
settings, they moved away from stiff-upper-lip amateur sportsmanship 
toward more emotionality during the twentieth century. They also 
gained a wider and more emotional audience as a result of new technol- 
ogy and new American needs. American sports crowds remained rela- 
tively orderly, but as they shouted, raged, and cavorted, they allowed 
emotional release and a sense of emotions shared with strangers. Even 
home audiences could join in loud celebrations or laments in which 
emotions overflowed normal bounds. The African American crowds that 
rejoiced over radio broadcasts of Joe Louis bouts in the 1930s were not 
unique; raucous parties and even solitary shouting attended the steady 
spread of sports presentations over the airwaves.7! 

Direct spectatorship also soared. For major league baseball it tripled 
during the first two decades of the twentieth century. The rise of profes- 
sional football dates from the 1920s and was thus coincident with the 
full development of the new emotional culture. Annual rituals like the 
Army-Navy football game or the major New Year’s bowl games were 
also enshrined in the same period and were followed by a wide array of 
professional and college tournaments. Not only national leagues but also 
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local teams, including high school and club performers, provided outlets 
for emotional crowds. The importance and meaning of sport changed, 
particularly for spectators, as the emotional ramifications increased 
along with new media reportage and greater leisure time. The word 
“fan” gained currency from its inception in the mid-1890s to its solidifi- 
cation in the language by the 1920s. Apparently an American abbrevia- 
tion of “fanatic,” the word appropriately suggests the kind of intensity 
now applied to, and found in, the act of sports spectatorship.** 

Furthermore, the emotional representations of the players themselves 
expanded beyond the Victorian version of channeled male passions. By 
the 1970s and 1980s the open emotionality of athletes reached new 
levels. Even staid sports like tennis saw a new kind of contentiousness 
that offended purists but attracted viewers who enjoyed a blend of 
performance and vivid feelings—even outright immaturity. Players in 
several sports developed new levels of taunting and new displays of 
triumph—while men in ordinary life were being enjoined to conceal 
such sentiments more fully than ever lest they rouse the resentment of 
others in the workplace, including a growing group of sensitive women. 
Taunting “‘trash talk” and dancing celebrations over fallen athletes be- 
came commonplace, to the apparent delight of partisan crowds. ‘The 
truth of the matter is, spectator sports are more fun now because athletes 
are willing to let their emotions show. . . . Athletes lead cheers, milking 
the crowd for emotional support.” And, one might add, crowds them- 
selves gained ever greater levels of release.” 

Thus sports gained stature among men as symbolic expressions of 
emotions now largely excluded from ordinary life—just as jousting 
tournaments in the late Middle Ages had for a century or more recalled 
earlier forms of contest. For many players, even in strictly amateur 
matches, and for the even larger spectator throngs, sports allowed a 
relaxation of the normal rules of feeling and expression—and almost 
surely made the rules easier to accept when ordinary life resumed. 

For an even wider array of Americans, fiction and media representa- 
tions, including popular music, came to serve the same function, pres- 
enting emotions that were far stronger and less alloyed than their audi- 
ence could allow themselves to experience in the daily routine—or 
offering excitement without specific emotional representations. The vari- 
ety of formats was great, and their service to dominant emotional culture 
provides only one source of explanation for the overall tenor of Ameri- 
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can leisure life.2* Other family and personal needs, commercial pres- 
sures, and technological opportunities must be factored in. Nevertheless, 
understanding the use of leisure as a form of emotional alternative 
provides some unifying explanations otherwise lacking. Furthermore, 
the trend away from portrayals of surrogate emotional intensity toward 
audience-rousing excitement with less explicitly emotional overtones 
suggests an evolution that paralleled the growing hold of the culture of 
constraint in daily middle-class life. Nostalgia for elaborate emotions 
was still served, but gut-wrenching though not explicitly emotional vio- 
lence or terror gained ground. 

Gothic novels and soap operas, for example, did not provide their 
largely female audience with Victorian versions of spiritual love; rather, 
they offered an intense mixture of emotions in which women were 
represented as passive victims of passions beyond their control. The 
Gothic motif often had love conquer accomplished women, after which 
fear predominated as women remained powerless. Harlequin romances 
moved in the opposite direction, from fear to love, with women becom- 
ing somewhat more potent as love began to triumph. Soap operas em- 
phasized the power but also the complexities of love, which ultimately, 
if briefly, won out over other relationships, including those based on 
power or money. Here, obviously, the “new love” theme of accommoda- 
tion and careful planning was turned on its head, for love was deliber- 
ately portrayed as blind and compelling. Soap operas might also show- 
case other intense emotions, including anger. By the 1980s angry people 
were portrayed as heroes up to 82 percent of the time—again in deliber- 
ate, cathartic contradiction to anger standards in the ascending emo- 
tional culture. The audience for soap operas and romance novels was by 
no means exclusively middle class, to be sure, but the release they 
provided extended to this group as well, from the housewives tuned in 
to radio pathos in the 1930s to the fashionable audiences for prime-time 
television soap operas in the 1980s.*> 

Films offered a variety of emotional messages, including both support 
for the new culture and surprisingly literal, nostalgic representations of 
Victorian values. Early on movie stars recognized their role as emo- 
tional/sexual idols feeding the fantasy life of an audience pressed by 
routine and seeking some vicarious alternative to daily emotional con- 
straints. Stephan Stills told a Harvard Business School panel in 1925 
that he knew what he meant, as a symbol of masculinity, to the bored, 
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unchallenged men of his generation.*° Ironically, the increasing regula- 
tion of noise and other spontaneous expressions in anonymous movie 
theaters added to the regulations of twentieth-century life, in contrast to 
the livelier traditions of vaudeville. But this very repression increased 
viewer involvement with the emotional meaning presented by the vivid 
lives on the screen. Emotionally as well as sexually fervent personalities 
contrasted with the bureaucratic routines of everyday existence—and 
with the subdued atmosphere of the movie house itself. 

In addition to romantic passions, movies, radio, and related fiction 
developed other revealing emotional styles. One, building particularly 
on the literature and comic strips offered to adolescent boys, featured 
the emotionless hero who experienced great excitement while displaying 
no passion of his own. The Superman comic strip, conceived in 1938, 
represented a young male fantasy of overwhelming strength and flight— 
and attendant ability to attract female interest that was completely 
ignored —unencumbered by emotional complexities. Jerry Siegel, one of 
the creators, talked of his inspiration: “As a high school student ... I 
had crushes on several attractive girls who . . . didn’t know I existed... . 
It occurred to me: What if I had something special going for me, like 
jumping over a building or throwing cars around or something like 
that?” Superman’s defense of virtue and “the American way” was a 
Victorian throwback, but his immunity to fear and other emotions made 
him representative of a new kind of hero appropriate for a culture 
of greater emotional control. Some of the same qualities, including 
imperviousness to emotion (leavened occasionally by a certain compas- 
sion, but more often by hostility to women), would enter other hero 
genres, including even the Rambo films of the 1980s.*” 

Sometimes accompanying the emotion-free hero, another film and 
fiction motif involved a growing interest in provoking audience terror. 
From Frankenstein films to teenage exploitation movies and the gratu- 
itous violence of the 1970s and 1980s, shock scenes elicited, as one 
viewer put it, “an intensity rarely if ever encountered” in ordinary life. 
Use of stories to elicit fright was not novel, of course. Monsters inhab- 
ited the folktales of premodern cultures, and Victorian fiction had of- 
fered a terror genre. But the theme escalated in popular American fare 
after the 1930s and was shorn of some of the more obvious religious, 
guilt-infested connotations of its predecessors. Along with other fear- 
provoking experiences, such as the more challenging amusement park 
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rides and staged “fright nights” on Halloween, terror films provided 
another interesting contrast to—another catharsis for—the dominant 
emphases of the new, real-life emotional culture being installed in the 
same decades. This was fear as pure sensation, not as a call to courage 
or to other, more complex emotional intensities. It provided what by 
the 1980s was intriguingly labeled a “‘rush’’—a passing, spontaneous 
intensity separate from one’s normal emotional personality. Except for 
aficionados of daredevil stunts, escapist terror was experienced passively 
by people safely ensconced in movie houses or roller-coaster rides. It 
was a release from the normal rules, not an extension of them, and it 
was popular for that reason. As with professional sports, emotionally 
escapist fare sold well, adding a vital ingredient to a consumer culture 
that in other respects supported a more restrained emotional style.?® 

In addition to fiction and film, popular music provided its own inten- 
sities that also frequently contrasted with more explicit emotionality. An 
emotional singing genre persisted, particularly in the “country”? move- 
ment, that lamented the throes of love and jealousy and celebrated 
manly courage; again, leisure outlets appealed to diverse tastes. More 
interesting, however, was the music that was either purely instrumental 
or whose lyrics carried little overt message; this music drove home an 
intense beat and, aided by new technologies, featured increasing physical 
volume. Aspects of jazz, and even more of rock and roll, celebrated 
intensity with no explicit emotional strings, and the addictive popularity 
of the new styles suggested an audience search for leisure forms that 
could overwhelm, that were exciting but did not require elaborate emo- 
tional expression. In some instances by the 1960s, deliberately anti- 
establishment lyrics expressing raging cynicism about love and the 
sweeter emotional snares added passionate words to the overwhelming 
sound. Hostility, like terror, may have served as an emotional surrogate. 
As in sports, music audiences screamed and jumped, turning specta- 
torship into an emotion-draining crowd activity. As in sports also, the 
intense musical performers often featured racial minorities whose pre- 
sumed freedom from constraint provided symbolic outlet for a middle- 
class, though in this case also largely youthful, audience.*? 

Sports, terror films, amusement parks, rock music, sex (particularly 
with the growing emphasis on orgasm)—all had the capacity temporar- 
ily to block out other impulses and provide a moment of exhilaration. 
All might cancel out rational restraint, usually without imperiling emo- 
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tional control once the moment had passed or the leisure setting had 
been abandoned. The contrast between the quest for excitement, usually 
vicarious, and the growing hostility to emotional intensity offered no 
real contradiction. The two movements fed each other, as cathartic 
cultures have always done. The result, nevertheless, was a fascinating 
duality in many American lives, between the bland emotions lived and 
the soaring excitement witnessed and perhaps shared with roaring 
crowds. It was also a testimony to the real power of the emotional 
culture, which was strong enough to force these channels of release. 
For the theme of symbolic alternative ran through an array of leisure 
representations from the 1920s onward, from childhood fright fare 
through the sports thrills that comforted graying middle-aged men. The 
passivity of much American leisure—the growth of spectatorship, culmi- 
nating with the ascendancy of television—was consistent with the emo- 
tional needs that bore on entertainment. People wanted more to witness 
emotion than to experience it; removal from participation, except for an 
anonymous shout or two, was precisely the point, for active participa- 
tion would contravene the dominant emotional rules. Of course passivity 
resulted from other factors too, including available technology and com- 
mercial pressure; but it served its audience, who wanted forms of release 
that were quite separate from reality. 


Conclusion 


The driving need for surrogate emotional outlets fed a series of develop- 
ments in American leisure during the twentieth century. It translated 
general pressures into specific leisure forms, rivaling and perhaps sur- 
passing the importance of commercial manipulation or contact with the 
lower classes. A quest for excitement—usually vicarious—created new 
interests for middle-class Americans, contrasting markedly with the Vic- 
torian emphasis on the desirability of calm havens. Twentieth-century 
leisure placed a premium on “action,” as in the Gamblers’ World ban- 
ner, “For the Individual Who Enjoys Action,” or the ever-renewed ac- 
tion-adventure category of police movies and violent television shows. 
From the popularity of rock stars to that of the mean-spirited mockers 
on hate-radio shows in the 1980s, leisure forms increasingly stressed 
bombastic style over content, providing a thrill without emotional 
involvement.°° 
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The importance of emotional release through leisure highlighted the 
role of actors in twentieth-century American culture. Deft at taking 
on others’ emotions without venturing their own, actors represented 
emotional vigor and thus provided contrast with normal constraint. In 
the new emotional culture, the idea of acting also appealed to the strong 
impulse to conceal. Indeed, acting was built into normal emotional 
interchange.?! 

Emotional release also depended heavily on strangers, in complex 
ways. Increasing reliance on sports and entertainment for emotional 
release provided new opportunities for cultural “otherness.” The stereo- 
typed roles for actors of Mediterranean origin as steamy lovers or for 
African Americans as exuberant, emotionally spontaneous athletes and 
musicians contributed to the rise of these groups in the world of emo- 
tional symbolism—a rise that could easily eclipse their gains in many 
other spheres. Strangers in this sense performed a new emotional service 
for the middle-class mainstream. Strangers of another kind also provided 
a setting for more direct emotional release; anonymous crowds allowed 
demonstrations of anger or exhilaration that many people would deny 
themselves in other contexts. Max Weber’s dictum that modern societies 
imposed uniform rules for acquaintances and strangers alike was not 
true for Victorian society, given the domestic-public division, and it was 
even less true for the twentieth century. Emotional control applied to 
acquaintances and, in most respects, the family, but greater intensity 
might be ventured, fleetingly, among strangers. This standard applied to 
other encounters with strangers aside from that of anonymous crowds. 
For example, fingered or shouted displays of rage while driving were 
surely intensified by the strains of commuting, but they also served as a 
more general release that often differed sharply from middle-class emo- 
tional behavior in other settings.°* 

Growing use of vicarious outlets also called additional emotions into 
play. Media and sports could represent intense grief, anger, sadness, or 
fear. Nostalgia for Victorian emotions featured strongly in fiction and 
film, differentiating this emotion in the twentieth century from Victorian 
reminiscence of the real or imagined physical qualities of bucolic scenes. 
Further, surrogate emotional attachment to the acquisition of things 
opened the way to greater envy as an intense emotion appropriate for a 
consumer society. Envy was not officially countenanced; indeed, it came 
under the same strictures against intensity as did the other major emo- 
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tions, which was one reason why Americans began to call it “jealousy” 
and to attach the same sense of opprobrium or embarrassment to it.?? 
Envy was an immature emotion that should at least be veiled. American 
advertising (unlike European) usually avoided explicit appeals to envy, 
preferring the democracy-of-buying-opportunity approach instead. Nev- 
ertheless, though envy has not been well studied, the emotion almost 
certainly found new outlets. Attachment to things included attention to 
one’s neighbor’s things—keeping up with the Joneses, in the popular 
midcentury phrase—and this invited implicit envy as a partial substitute 
for other kinds of emotional fervor. At the same time, however, envy 
was characteristically less intense than more reproved emotions such as 
jealousy.°* Again, escapism remained compatible with real-life anti- 
intensity. 

On yet another front, shock entertainment of the sort purveyed in 
teenage exploitation films by the 1960s appealed to a growing fascina- 
tion with disgust that was signaled by the rising use of the word “gross” 
to designate a revulsion that was not however entirely unpleasant. Dis- 
gust is another emotional area that invites exploration in the history of 
twentieth-century passions.*> Attraction-repulsion reactions to vicarious 
objects of disgust—gigantic insects, or slime, or simulated gore—often 
combined with vicarious fear. Finally, sports and some media portrayals 
also catered to exhilaration at a time when direct displays of exhilaration 
on the strength of one’s own accomplishments were increasingly discour- 
aged as vain and unsocial. By invoking additional emotions—again, 
usually vicariously —the growing role of outlets multiplied their func- 
tions in the realm of feelings without, however, directly contradicting 
the basic anti-intensity norms in daily life. 

How well the outlets served is of course questionable. Twentieth- 
century emotionology raises fascinating questions about the extent to 
which emotions can be transferred to different and less direct settings. It 
is incontestable, however, that the transfer was attempted, and that it 
generated a pervasive new impulse in the shaping of American leisure 
life. 

Vicariousness, however, was not the only innovation as the new 
leisure culture responded to twentieth-century emotionology. A strong 
movement to substitute sensation for emotion (at least, emotion as 
defined in Victorian terms) also emerged. Instead of cognitive musings 
on the courageous conquest of fear, films, amplified music, and amuse- 
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ment parks called on an ability to enjoy, or survive, brief bombardments 
of shock and surprise. As with the growing intrusion of sexuality on 
what had been emotional ground, the emphasis on sensation introduced 
greater physicality to the arenas where indulgence contrasted with nor- 
mal restraints. 

The need for representations of a different, more vivid, and more 
sensational set of emotional standards to contrast with the new con- 
strained normalcy created a dual middle-class culture not unlike the 
more famous two cultures that emerged in contemporary intellectual 
life.’ To be sure, the American middle class did not directly embrace all 
the fancies of modern art, which in turn continued, often deliberately, to 
defy bourgeois taste in a battle that had begun in the nineteenth century. 
Nevertheless, the alternatives that modern artists threw up against scien- 
tific and social-scientific rationalism emphasized some of the same spon- 
taneity and excitement that the middle class sought in spectatorship. The 
subdued restraint of actual emotional life was balanced out by the 
exuberance of professional athletes or rock stars, just as science was 
challenged by the efforts of antirepresentational artists to portray the 
irregularities of a world gone mad. Unlike the artists, the bulk of the 
middle class held back from direct participation in its alternative emo- 
tional world, preferring to pay entertainers (handsomely) to act it out; 
but the middle class did not commit fully to a single reality. 


LO 


Pre-Conclusion: 
Prospects? Progress? 


Two issues inevitably arise from analyzing recent changes in emotional 
culture. Neither permits a definitive answer in the context of this study, 
but both warrant comment before we return to the more definitive 
findings for a real, if brief, conclusion. The first issue involves the rela- 
tionship between the standards established between 1920 and 1950, 
with expanding impact into the 1970s, and more recent trends: Are we 
operating within the same basic framework, or has some other major 
shift intervened? The second issue involves some editorializing: Were 
the emotional characteristics of twentieth-century middle-class America 
good or bad in relation to Victorian or other precedents? Few comments 
on shifts in national traits can avoid some value judgments, and it is 
better directly to admit as much than to mislead by implicitly claiming 
objectivity. 


Present and Recent Past 


The new emotional culture that replaced Victorianism was well estab- 
lished by 1950, with consequences that gained ground, for the most 
part, at least through the 1970s—as in the case of law. As for the past 
decade or so, we have no reliable models to suggest how often signifi- 
cant, directional changes in emotional culture ought to be anticipated. 
We know that no formulation lasts forever, and we know that very 
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frequent, once-a-decade or even once-a-generation shifts do not nor- 
mally occur, despite contemporary impressions of great change. For 
example, childrearing fads oscillated back and forth between permis- 
siveness and strictness from 1900 to 1950, but these short-term shifts 
did not undo the more fundamental framework in which child socializa- 
tion was being transformed toward regulation of emotional intensity 
and preparation for goals in school and corporate work. Even the up- 
heavals of the 1960s, so strikingly iconoclastic at the time, yielded only 
modest durable changes in American culture; indeed, in certain respects, 
as we have seen in connection with the discomfort over anger and 
jealousy, they actually confirmed mainstream standards. ! 

Thus we know that directional changes occur fairly rarely (witness 
the long duration of essentially Victorian standards, with some slight 
modifications in the 1840s that then lasted into the twentieth century). 
We know that short-term deviations, though sometimes widely touted 
by contemporary media eager to show how everything is changing 
around us, do not necessarily deflect the more important standards. But 
we do not know the exact duration of an emotionology. Therefore, 
perhaps the most honest way to deal with the problem of contemporary 
standards would be to stress lack of perspective and let it go at that. 
Certainly, I do not wish to join those historians who establish a pattern 
in the past and then leap to the present to assert continuities or stark 
contrasts without noting the need for serious examination of intervening 
developments. Yet our story takes us so close to the present that some 
straws in the wind might be swatted at. 

There have certainly been some modifications in the culture that 
began to take shape seventy years ago. These modifications, along with 
a media-fed propensity to assume that we have just witnessed a particu- 
larly sharp rupture with our past a couple of minutes ago, might lead 
some to make a case for a new, “postmodern” period different from the 
framework that operated until recently. Let us briefly examine some of 
these modifications. 

Beginning in the 1960s, concerns about the limitations of “modern” 
grief standards began to circulate, spearheaded by gurus like Elisabeth 
Kubler-Ross. As death and dying courses proliferated for a time on 
college campuses, it became fashionable to assert that contemporary 
Americans had lost the ability to die well or to mourn well. Much of the 
criticism was directed at doctors and hospitals wedded to a death- 
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fighting stance, but grief came in for comment as well. According to 
some experts, contemporary society, having removed death from home 
and family and become focused on the shallow joys of work and mate- 
rial acquisition, had shunted grief, not only damaging the process of 
dying but also leading to severe psychological stress among those left 
behind, perhaps even causing unnecessary depression and even suicide. 
New movements like the creation of hospices attempted to reintegrate 
the family with death, allowing more ‘‘natural” grief in the process. 
Therapists began to rethink their penchant for damping down grief, 
wondering if the emotion should not be encouraged instead. There was 
no full revolution in standards, and indeed a steady increase in the use 
of cremation in the United States reflected a continued wish to handle 
death in an emotionally unobtrusive fashion. But there is no question, 
either, that grief had been turned into a problem case in which the 
overall impulse against emotional intensity might have to be rethought, 
and was being rethought in some quarters.? 

To some observers by the late 1980s, Americans were becoming too 
free in expressing their anger. Unpleasant encounters with rude sales 
clerks and hostile strangers—including highway drivers—fed the im- 
pression that emotional controls were breaking down. Carole Tavris 
wrote a popular book on this subject, and her views were echoed in a 
number of editorials. Apparently growing rates of violence, including 
family abuse, seemed to support the notion that anger was breaking out 
of its previous bounds. Anger seemed to be reintroduced into the politi- 
cal arena with the rise of feminism in the 1970s and then other ardent 
protest movements organized around issues such as abortion or gay 
rights. Here were groups that made no bones about their grievances 
and their right, even their responsibility, to be deeply angry at their 
opponents—be they men, intolerant heterosexuals, or prochoice advo- 
cates.” 

Impressions of new outpourings of anger deserve serious assessment. 
Obviously, not all Americans agreed on standards, and unquestionably 
some new movements consciously strove to modify blanket constraints. 
At the same time, the cautions against anger—such as the editorials on 
civilized people’s responsibility to remove anger from public exchange— 
reinforced the larger anti-intensity culture. Further, some of the scare 
stories—about family abuse, for example—correctly identified prob- 
lems but tended to exaggerate their incidence or at least their novelty. 
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Increases were claimed without full evidence, and some kinds of abuse 
were cited as frequent that were in fact quite rare (or, in not a few 
instances, completely fabricated). These dramatic new cautionary tales 
constituted a means to gain additional support for constraints on anger 
and aggression, reinforcing middle-class anger standards. It is not clear 
that the standards themselves were being modified.* 

By the late 1980s a few observers began to talk of some positive uses 
for jealousy. With growing emphasis on sexual fidelity under the impact 
of AIDS and persistent concern about family stability, a few popular 
magazine articles began to take a second look at this “negative” emo- 
tion, arguing that a bit of jealousy might be socially useful and that an 
individual need not feel hopelessly guilty upon discovering some jealousy 
in his or her bosom.° As for guilt itself, scattered comment bemoaned 
its decline in what seemed to be an amoral, corrupt society during 
the 1980s. 

Symbols of intensity also crept into daily life through the back door 
of the new leisure outlets. Signs of exhilaration—the clenched fist and 
dramatic exclamation—used for sports successes like a tennis win or a 
football touchdown spread into television shows, where they applied to 
sexual triumphs or simply to getting a good grade on a test. From 
television these signs migrated into “real life,” with young middle-class 
Americans using these gestures to express great joy over often modest 
accomplishments. Whether this interesting interpenetration of leisure 
culture with daily emotional life had much meaning—in particular 
whether it indicated some significant new acknowledgement of intensity 
rather than a labored stab in that direction—is debatable. 

Changes in gender roles based on the growing movement of women 
into the labor force generated increasing discussion of emotion in the 
1970s and 1980s. Feminists and male liberationists tried to put addi- 
tional pressure on middle-class men to restrain anger and aggressiveness 
and to display greater empathy and affection. Women were called upon 
to express more assertiveness—as carefully distinguished from anger— 
and to moderate any impulse toward self-sacrificing love. Some middle- 
class men became more active as fathers, and researchers busily discov- 
ered that men could nurture children as well as mothers could. Few men, 
however, attempted to rival women in child care, and in general, given 
the declining per capita birthrate, emotional attention to children proba- 
bly declined. These important developments affected emotional stan- 
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dards but did not clearly redefine them in fundamental ways, except 
insofar as they pressed further in the direction of greater gender unifor- 
mity, a trend that had been established a half-century before. Men’s 
ongoing complaint that women were too emotional also reflected an 
earlier trend that continued to complicate not only relations between the 
sexes but also the implementation of the basic emotional standards.°® 

A number of indicators suggested a reversal of the trend toward 
homogenization that had been active in emotional culture and other 
areas between the 1920s and the 1950s. Americans became more diverse 
in terms of class and ethnic divisions. Some of the trends underlying the 
new diversification patterns were the rapid growth of immigration, 
largely from non-European sources; the increasing assertiveness of Afri- 
can Americans; and the emergence of new economic divisions between 
the broad middle class and the unskilled as the economy continued to 
move away from a manufacturing base. By the 1980s, of course, diver- 
sity itself was being celebrated as a major political and educational 
goal. But even before this point reading materials, including popular 
magazines, moved away from attempts to feed on growing consensus 
toward representation of more specialized interests. Diet, which had 
become more uniform, now splintered into a growing variety of taste 
groups. Some of this diversification inevitably affected the middle class 
itself, creating opportunities for certain groups to distance themselves 
from mainstream standards—as in the commune-based youth move- 
ments of the 1960s and early 1970s. More important was the inescap- 
able fact that emotional habits still dear to the middle class did not 
describe some other categories in American society, some of whom were 
more obviously angry, more prone to open grief, or in other ways 
divergent from the anti-intensity norms still embraced, in the main, by 
the middle class itself.’ 

Modifications of the anti-intensity standards—increasing disagree- 
ment in groups outside the middle class and occasionally amid groups 
within it—have clearly added some new complexity to the twentieth- 
century framework during the past decade or so. Fundamental change, 
however, has probably not yet occurred and may not even be foreshad- 
owed by the developments outlined above. The principal causes that 
generated the anti-intensity emotionology in the first place continue to 
operate: the requirements of a corporate, service-oriented economy and 
management structure; small family size, with emphasis on leisure and 
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sexual compatibility between spouses; consumerism; and anxiety about 
hidden forces within the body that might be disturbed by emotional 
excess. Reliance on key outlets for release from emotional constraint, 
particularly through leisure, have if anything accelerated. And the Amer- 
ican middle class is still in a relatively early phase of assimilation of the 
new culture; it would be unusual to see a replacement model taking 
definite shape just forty years after the culture reached full articulation. 

Furthermore, there is considerable evidence of continuity from the 
established framework. During the 1960s and 1970s the greeting card 
industry that had grown up around Victorian emotional sentiments in 
the nineteenth century began to diversify. Victorian-style emotions still 
figured prominently, now more comfortably purchased commercially 
than written directly. But a new genre appeared—the humorous, some- 
what mocking card that so clearly expressed a common discomfort with 
too much intense emotion. Jokes, for many trendy buyers, were more 
appropriate than mushy sentimentality on occasions such as Valentine’s 
Day. Joke cards themselves evolved. They became increasingly accessi- 
ble, and by the 1990s they increasingly emphasized sexual innuendo and 
prowess—another suggestion that combinations first established in the 
1920s are still alive and well. 

The ongoing decline of Victorian-style love has already been noted. 
Teenage dating and adult vocabulary about relationships continued to 
change from the 1970s onward, and a series of popular films about 
murderous romantic obsessions, in which women (particularly) became 
fatally emotionally attracted by passing romances, drove home the point 
that intensity might be dangerous. 

Attacks on intense anger persisted. Popularized articles repeated most 
of the old formulas, in which anger builds up blood pressure and speeds 
up heartbeat, “and you become a pressure cooker waiting to explode.” 
Suppression of anger was bad, but having anger in the first place was in 
many ways even worse. To be sure, popularizers acknowledged that 
anger might exist; as with grief, though to lesser degree, recognition of 
some real problems attached to restraint may have increased. But while 
release might be essential, it should not burden relations with others; 
here, the anti-intensity standards remained in force. People were advised 
to allow a cooling-off period—“‘“‘I don’t want to argue with you at this 
time, because I’m not going to be rational”—and then to solve the 
problem calmly. Or they should throw a tantrum when no one else is 
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around—‘“punch the sofa pillows and yell or shake your fists and jump 
up and down.” And if all else failed, and there was still anger that could 
not be harmlessly expressed, they should “‘seek professional help.” 8 

Anti-anger campaigns continue to grace corporate programs. In the 
early 1990s the Total Quality Management movement swept through 
American businesses and even academic sanctuaries. Borrowed from 
Japan, it had originally been sketched by American psychologists soon 
after World War II. Not surprisingly, it actively furthers the agenda of 
emotional restraint, urging that emotions play a role at work only 
insofar as they promote loyalty and motivation (does the organization’s 
“vision” provide a “strong EMOTIONAL PULLING FORCE?”’). Oth- 
erwise, along with detailed procedures for running meetings and coordi- 
nating projects, the TQM movement stresses emotional pruning as one 
of its three major goals. “Interactive skills” training involves teaching 
workers and managers labels for supportive behaviors that will avoid 
provoking others and thus disrupting contacts along with strongly nega- 
tive terms for various types of emotional interference. Defensive or 
attacking stances that involve strong emotions are taboo: “‘Defending/ 
Attacking behavior is seen as making personal attacks, moving away 
from issues, and becoming emotional.” “Tempers become frayed. These 
spirals are easy to start but hard to stop.” “These behaviors usually 
involve value judgments and contain emotional overtones.” Elaborate, if 
somewhat childish, exercises take trainees through situations in which 
they are supposed to apply the correct tag and the correct judgment. 
Retraining is considered necessary when emotionality has not been prop- 
erly noted or, even worse, has actually been approved. 

The TQM movement is interesting in three respects. First, in its 
emotions component it literally repeats hosts of training attempts of the 
sort first launched in the late 1920s. Second, to the extent that it inno- 
vates, it extends the assumptions of general emotional control. Whereas 
the first wave of corporate guidance taught people to control their own 
emotions but to be prepared to deal with other people’s, TQM, like the 
T-groups in the 1960s, assume that everyone should share responsibility. 
Once properly trained, everyone should be able to avoid intense feelings, 
though it might be necessary to deliver an occasional clucking reminder 
that colleague X seems to be a bit “attacking.” Furthermore, high-level 
executives are asked to join others in this emotional constraint program, 
though some still hold out for greater personal latitude while urging 
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their subordinates to toe the line. Finally, the sheer popularity of TQM, 
though based on several factors, reveals the ongoing currency of anti- 
intensity assumptions. Along with some better problem-solving skills 
and more focused committee meetings, keeping rationality at the fore- 
front will make all well with the American economy. Correspondingly, 
an effort to keep work criteria central to the larger emotionology also 
persisted. 

On another front, graders began to be urged to keep emotion out of 
their assessments of students’ work. Not only anger but even annoyance 
was not to sully marginal comments on an essay, for example, no matter 
how stupid the error in usage or how often repeated. This directive, 
reflecting the wider effort to make education friendly, not only extended 
the emotional control theme to graders. It also assumed that students 
had internalized the new standards, such that the intrusion of any but 
the most supportive emotions would put them off—in contrast to earlier 
periods when teacher anger, however unpleasant, could be motiva- 
tional.” 

A final case for continuity arises from the movements to encourage 
more active fathering that were in force by the 1980s. These movements 
were only partly novel, for in fact they built on the greater approval of 
fathers that had developed from the 1920s onward. Fathers were urged 
to express more supportive emotions as part of their new role in child 
care, but no one expected or recommended great emotional intensity. 
Fathers could be careful monitors and good friends to their children— 
the fathers-as-pals approach, launched in the 1920s, was given greater 
latitude—and affection for children remained essential, but the all-out 
devotion of the ideal Victorian mother receded ever further from 
memory. 

American language continued to reflect incorporation of a pleasant 
but nonintense emotionality. “Niceness” became a watchword for sales 
clerks and others in casual contact. “Have a nice day” struck many 
foreigners—even neighboring Canadians—as a remarkably insincere 
phrase. At the same time, though, they noted that Americans did seem 
“nice,” an attribute that includes unusual discomfort with emotional 
outbursts on the part of those raised in different cultures where displays 
of temper might be more readily accepted. In American culture, “nice” 
did have meaning—it connoted a genuine effort to be agreeably dis- 
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posed but not deeply emotionally involved while expecting pleasant 
predictability from others. 

Because we are so close to recent developments, it is obviously easy 
to exaggerate continuity or change. A fuller study, and more time in 
which to evaluate some of the modifications that clearly have entered in, 
like the new approach to grief, might yield conclusions different from 
those sketched here. Tentatively, however, a verdict can be offered: key 
trends have persisted, gaining new expressions in several areas, and 
alterations have largely operated within the established framework. Even 
some of the warning signals, like the periodic jeremiads about growing 
anger and abuse, have served in fact to reinforce the basic norms of 
restraint within the middle class rather than to herald some new emo- 
tional anarchy. Whatever the future might hold, at the end of the twenti- 
eth century middle-class Americans continue to value cool—as the ever- 
ascending popularity of the word itself suggests. 


Progress or Deterioration? 


Histories that deal with changes in human characteristics or intimate 
activities almost invariably raise questions about the quality of the 
changes. Were they good or bad? Should we somehow work for a 
restoration of past values instead of debased modern currency? My 
principal purpose in evoking this inescapable topic is twofold. First, I 
find it difficult to offer firm judgments in this area, not so much because 
I recognize that the objectivity of this book’s historical findings is dispu- 
table as because tastes vary, and one person’s gains may be another’s 
loss. Second, it is vital, whatever tastes are involved, to stress complex- 
ity; twentieth-century standards were not necessarily worse than their 
Victorian counterparts, but rather offered a different pattern of advan- 
tages and disadvantages. 

A few observers have argued for progress, and many of the early 
proponents of the new standards certainly thought they were advancing 
clearly over the confusions of their predecessors. They believed that 
restraint of intensity would produce less violence, better personal adjust- 
ment (recall the good results anticipated from reducing smothering 
mothering), better relationships on the job, and so on. Ex post facto 
praise for the new standards has particularly focused on the benefits of 
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liberation and candor. Cas Wouters thus writes of American pilots in the 
Gulf War who spoke freely of their fears before undertaking bombing 
missions, correctly noting that this open venting of emotion would have 
seemed unmanly in the Victorian code. Presumably, mental health is 
better served by this verbal openness, which does not diminish soldiers’ 
ability to drop bombs on hapless Iraqis. In the 1970s several scholars 
praised the new liberation from jealousy, arguing that less possessive 
love freed people for more genuine relationships and better sex. 

The problem with these arguments is that they involve potential 
misuse of the idea of liberation, at least in the U.S. context. As we have 
seen, in many ways constraint actually increased. Thus, for example, 
freedom from jealousy was great for some people, who felt little of the 
emotion themselves and enjoyed promiscuity or the prospect of it, but it 
was hell on wheels for those who did experience the emotion but were 
urged to deny its validity. Furthermore, although greater verbal openness 
might well be a gain, in certain cases, as with grief, even this opportunity 
declined in comparison with Victorian usage.!° 

The more common tone adopted in discussions of the decline of 
Victorianism and the rise of a different, twentieth-century personality is 
one of lament. David Riesman’s contrast between inner-directed, highly 
motivated nineteenth-century types and other-directed, peer-influenced, 
less achieving contemporaries, though carefully balanced, inclined 
strongly to a sense of loss. This sense is clearer still in Christopher 
Lasch’s update on this account, which contrasts highly motivated if 
somewhat neurotic nineteenth-century Americans with indulgent, narcis- 
sistic, standardless contemporaries, open to the whims of outside experts 
and consumer gurus. According to Lasch, things were better back then: 
kids were given clear standards, parents had confidence in their values, 
people worked harder and with more sense of meaning, and so on. Not 
coincidentally, Professor Lasch was invited to converse with former 
President Carter during the latter’s crisis-of-values phase at the end of 
the 1970s, though by that point Americans generally were not interested 
in learning about how they had jumped the moral rails. Other sweeping 
assessments have chimed in, some quite recently. Robert Bellah’s ambi- 
tious inquiry into the tension between family cohesion and individualism 
shows that the latter is clearly gaining and offers some pessimistic judg- 
ments about the results for the larger society, though Bellah does ac- 
knowledge some positive potential for the family. Barrington Moore 
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laments the decline of the basis for moral outrage, which has led to a 
decline of really challenging social protest that might in turn keep the 
wielders of power at least partially honest. Charles Sykes zeroes in on 
the decline of guilt and the associated collapse of a sense of personal 
responsibility; individuals have become insatiable, in his view, and their 
reluctance to experience intense guilt leads them constantly to blame 
others and to seek redress from the outside world. Even Warren Sus- 
man’s heralded contrast between nineteenth-century emphasis on char- 
acter and twentieth-century emphasis on personality seems to denigrate 
the more recent patterns, showing personality to be more manipulative, 
more shallow than the Victorian character that, as we have shown, was 
meant to develop around the management of intense emotions.!! 

Evaluations of this sort do not, of course, pick up all the facets of 
emotional change. Sykes, for example, may overdo rampant individual- 
ism by failing to note the number of constraints, both bureaucratic and 
emotional, under which modern Americans labor. Lasch’s claim of rising 
narcissism has not been widely accepted as an empirical statement, 
though it seemed challenging for a time. But the studies of American 
character that contrast it with the Victorian past do overlap with the 
findings of the present study of emotional standards, and their uniform 
pessimism might certainly apply to my findings as well. 

It is easy to join the distinguished scholars who have already pointed 
out the drawbacks to twentieth-century emotionology. Because of our 
own nostalgia for aspects of Victorianism, itself a part of contemporary 
emotional culture, it is hard to avoid some sense of things gone awry. 
The very process of change causes problems; adjustment of standards 
can be confusing, even if the new goals are just as acceptable as the 
previous goals had been to the prior culture. Men, for example, who 
faced new pressures to curb anger at work, might find the transition 
difficult, even despite the symbolic outlets provided through sports. The 
same applies to women denied such easy claims to the powers of intense 
motherlove. Too much challenge to emotional standards can cause anxi- 
ety in itself, and it is possible that this result has been part of the 
twentieth-century condition for the American middle class.'* 

Beyond the difficulties of transition, the new culture had some un- 
questionable drawbacks. It did place important constraints on certain 
types of emotion, causing individuals to feel guilty when they experi- 
enced impulses such as jealousy. Inability to express these impulses 
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might actually have heightened anger or frustration even as direct outlets 
for anger and frustration declined. This was not of course a brand-new 
problem: Victorianism had its strict rules as well, particularly for 
women, but the level of constraint did rise after 1920 for the middle 
class overall. Noting another, related conflict between rules and im- 
pulses, Hochschild has described the extent to which work-based re- 
quirements for emotional suppression could confuse reactions off the 
job as well. t3 

The drawbacks of twentieth-century emotionology were not simply 
personal. They also affected interpersonal relationships and the society 
as a whole. Intense bonds, particularly in friendship, were harder to 
maintain; along with other factors, such as changes in residential pat- 
terns, this result of the new emotional culture yielded new potential for 
a sense of loneliness. On the societal level, the emotional basis for 
middle-class protest, or at least acknowledgment of the validity of in- 
tense grievance, eroded to some extent even as the occupational struc- 
ture became increasingly middle class; this could be judged a significant 
deterioration in American political life. Even protest movements that did 
surface seemed to lack full sustaining power, in part perhaps because 
their middle-class participants grew embarrassed about their own anger. 
This is a plausible ingredient (among others) in the collapse of student 
rebellion in 1973 (interestingly, a collapse much more complete than 
occurred in Europe) and perhaps in the oscillations of feminism. More 
generally, the new culture encouraged a certain amount of passivity, 
with the strong reliance on acting out by means of watching others 
perform, the use of embarrassment to enforce careful rules on intensity, 
and the emphasis on fatigue as a legitimate reason tu pull away from 
normal emotional performance. It was safer to be tired than to be 
emotionally upset, and the sequence of terms generated to describe the 
need to withdraw— “‘stressed out,” “burned out” —along with probable 
new emphasis on sadness as a means of pulling back, highlighted the 
cautious aspects of the new emotional culture. !* 

The impact of twentieth-century emotionology on families is harder 
to pin down. Obviously, overt family instability increased during the 
decades in which the new rules were installed. Less intense emotional 
commitments may have played some role in this complex process. Ac- 
cording to polling data, appreciation for children declined, at least be- 
tween the 1950s and the 1970s, and greater impatience with immature 
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emotional outbursts may well have entered into this important process. 
On the other hand, reported satisfaction with spouses increased, and 
men’s satisfaction with marriage remained high and even grew at points, 
which might mean that, for some key groups, a focus on a less emotion- 
ally intense but companionate marriage paid off. 

Furthermore, there were some definite advantages to the new culture. 
Differential gender standards declined despite persistent beliefs about 
love or anger that reflected older patterns. This change facilitated new 
kinds of feminist arguments on behalf of greater equality, though a 
tension remained between claiming equality on the basis of shared hu- 
man worth and emphasizing distinctive feminine virtues. As we have 
seen, less rigid emotional differentiation between the sexes may have 
heightened contentiousness, providing men and women with new ways 
to complain about each other’s interpretation of the new rules. But it is 
possible to argue that, on the whole, greater equality was served. By the 
same token, some of the specific pressures of Victorianism on women 
lessened, and with this came a decline of tensions that had resulted in 
disproportionate female hysteria. 

New sexual interactions gained from the twentieth-century rules on 
jealousy, though these can be variously evaluated. Some men may have 
benefited from less rigid rules about masculine intensities; the possibility 
of admitting fear rather than claiming courage, of relying on profession- 
als to act out some of the more demanding masculine rituals, and of 
emphasizing charm over channeled anger surely offered relief to many 
men. The fact that certain men’s groups demanded even greater changes 
by the 1970s may have reflected some of the flexibility already acquired 
through the replacement of Victorian stereotypes; the earlier improve- 
ments may have made it possible to envisage more improvements in the 
same direction. Even the new rules on grief may have pleased some 
people, freeing them from elaborate ceremony and a kind of compulsory 
emotional routine. While “liberation” is the wrong word for a new 
pattern of constraint, there were some emancipating qualities for many 
individuals. 

The greatest potential gains from the new emotionology involved 
relationships with other people. Despite variety and complexity, many 
workers did report fewer emotional hassles with supervisors by the 
1940s and 1950s. The pressures to offer smiling courtesy to customers— 
the impersonal-but-friendly motif—may have improved the experience 
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of shopping. As McDonald’s and other chains spread in the 1980s, 
efforts by American companies to teach Russian employees to treat 
customers pleasantly highlighted U.S. standards and suggested some 
ways in which they might yield a more pleasant daily existence (always 
depending on one’s value system, to be sure, and recognizing that some 
strain for workers was attached). It seemed “‘nicer” to be a customer in 
the United States than in Russia. Not everyone lived up to the new rules, 
and the need for outlets prompted some rough edges, but it is not 
fatuous to claim measurable improvements. In general, as many sociolo- 
gists have argued, emotional inequality decreased in the twentieth cen- 
tury despite some hesitations in the upper reaches of management. Emo- 
tional abuse of subordinates probably declined and certainly could be 
more readily identified and complained about.'© 

The main point is not to argue a clear case of progress or deteriora- 
tion but to stress the impossibility of such a case against those who have 
exhibited undue optimism and the even greater number who have 
greeted twentieth-century emotionology with pessimism. The new cul- 
ture functioned, and its strengths and weaknesses were simply different 
from those that had prevailed in Victorian culture. Some emotional 
cultures, to be sure, might be rated less adequate than average; a few 
societies that seem to encourage high levels of anger, with resultant 
interpersonal conflict, may not work too well.!” But the labeling game is 
risky, and certainly the balance sheet of twentieth-century emotionology 
defies easy bottom lines. 

There was definitely a somewhat manipulative quality about contem- 
porary emotional culture that might be noted without slipping back 
into the change-as-deterioration syndrome. Particularly in the past few 
decades in the United States, when the basic constraints have persisted 
along with a vocabulary of therapeutic mental health, some misleading 
signals have been offered. Middle-class people have been treated to a 
rhetoric of impulse and spontaneity while being told simultaneously to 
keep emotions damped down, to avoid public displays or impingements 
on others. The effect can be an image of freedom, particularly when 
contrasted with simplistic images of past repression, that is belied by the 
ongoing injunctions against real intensity. Thus new concern about grief 
does not yet affect actual rituals of mourning, and anger can be de- 
scribed, but only calmly or privately, and it should not be indulged. We 
have not, in sum, been treated to many honest appraisals of our actual 
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emotional values, which is one reason for tracing the origins and causes 
of these values, as this book has done. 

Whether or not better understanding will produce better personal or 
social results is anyone’s guess, but I have a bias in favor of understand- 
ing. It is also important to remember not only that contemporary emo- 
tional culture has real advantages but also that any society imposes 
restraints on impulse. A problem with some pessimistic descriptions of 
the twentieth century is that they suffer from the false impression that 
social controls are new and evil inventions; such controls have always 
existed in some form, and ours may not be the worst imaginable. 

One point seems quite clear. The causes of the emotional standards 
that replaced Victorianism were neither frivolous nor short lived. Thus 
there is no prospect of recapturing Victorianism whole, even if to do so 
were desirable. Nostalgia may usefully highlight some current shortcom- 
ings, but it may also be a misleading guide. We may be able to modify 
the emotional culture so solidly established a half-century ago; someday, 
also, Americans will surely move to another framework. With better 
understanding of what our rules really are, some individuals may choose 
to carve out slightly richer options. But we have been dealt a powerful 
cultural hand, and indications are that most middle-class Americans are 
still playing it. 


II 


Conclusion: 
A Cautious Culture 


The argument that runs throughout this study can be summarized 
briefly. An emotional culture that developed deep roots in the nineteenth 
century, affecting a variety of behaviors in the family and in public life, 
yielded to a decisively new style during the second quarter of this cen- 
tury. This new culture was far more consistently cautious where emotion 
was concerned, and like its Victorian predecessor, it had a wide range 
of impacts in private behaviors and expectations and in institutional 
arrangements. It resulted from a concatenation of several shifts in Amer- 
ican society, including familiar developments such as the rise of corpo- 
rate management and consumerism but also important new anxieties 
about bodily health in an age when fears turned inward. The new 
culture, finally, did not move in exactly the directions many Americans 
imagined. It was not entirely liberating, not simply an individualistic 
alternative to some uniform Victorian repression that in fact had not 
applied. The culture imposed significant new stress in middle-class life 
and evoked new needs for secret or symbolic release. 

Victorian emotional culture had served more overt class and gender 
purposes than its twentieth-century replacement did, though the newer 
standards continued to allow groups to judge each other and opened 
new areas for gender dispute. Victorians valued en:otions as motivators, 
as the sources of energy in work and politics and as a crucial cement 
for family life. The twentieth-century emotional style tolerated certain 
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emotional interests as part of leisure life and personal identity, but urged 
overall restraint as part of the need to present a pleasing, unobtrusive 
front to others. Emotions were recognized as inevitable but were seen as 
more risky than useful, except as they were dissipated in harmless chat- 
ter or spectator symbolism. The departure from Victorian fervor was 
considerable. 

These points recalled, it remains to offer a final assessment of signifi- 
cance, to suggest opportunities for further research, and to redraw con- 
nections with theories of emotion—three interrelated tasks that can be 
accomplished on the basis of points already made. 


A major change in emotional culture is a significant development in a 
society’s history.! Real redirections, so far as we know, occur rather 
rarely, though short-term adjustments that maintain basic trajectories 
may be more common. Victorian emotional culture built on trends, such 
as heightened familial affection, that had been developing for at least a 
century, adjusting them to the initial apparent requirements of industrial 
life. Thus the fundamental shifts that began early in the twentieth cen- 
tury attacked some long-standing emotional patterns, and this inevitably 
had substantial, sometimes confusing effects. The shifts came as quickly 
on the heels of Victorianism as they did because of the need to react 
more fully to the emotional demands of industrial society, which had 
now also achieved more mature organizational form and generated 
growing anxiety about attendant nervous and somatic stress. 

The results spilled over into a variety of aspects of American life. Not 
only family relationships but also patterns of leisure and the motivations 
used in school and work shifted in accordance with the growing aversion 
both to the so-called negative emotions and to intensity of any sort, 
resulting in a need for ritual outlets. As a principal conduit through 
which structural changes in American society were translated into per- 
sonality goals, emotional culture forms one of the leading facets, and 
one of the most tangible ingredients, of the kind of character transforma- 
tion that many scholars have sought to define for this same period. 
Goals shifted from vigorous motivation to people pleasing, and the 
redefinition of emotional standards was central to the shift.” 

Along with specific adjustments in emotional reactions, such as the 
revision of mourning practices or the new middle-class concern about 
the immaturity of jealousy, the new emotionology entered into a series 
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of larger alterations in interpersonal style. Beginning in the 1950s and 
1960s, use of first names became increasingly common in dealings with 
college students or business customers. Because contact was meant to 
convey uninvolved friendliness, some of the traditional distinctions in 
naming that had been based on varying degrees of emotional intensity as 
well as social hierarchy fell into disuse. Childhood was redefined, in 
ways that remain open to further exploration, as emotional maturity 
became an increasingly important goal amid relaxation of certain other 
conventional restraints. Fatigue—an extreme of emotional disen- 
gagement—became an increasingly acceptable complaint, replacing 
other forms of deviance, such as hysteria, that had involved a more 
active emotional performance. The new tension between openness to 
emotional venting and a sense that emotional issues were childish signs 
that need not be dignified by much attention became a characteristic 
twentieth-century sore point, dividing gender values in new ways. 

Language itself mirrored the shifts in culture, furthering them in the 
process. The word “‘passion”’ was increasingly confined to the sexual 
sphere, and use of the word declined. Dictionary definitions of ‘‘emo- 
tion” itself became increasingly bland. Noah Webster had spiced his 
definition with terms like “vivid”? and “passionate,” but by the 1950s 
his heirs were equating emotion with the blander word “feelings” and 
were noting that varying strengths of feeling might be involved in emo- 
tion. The adjective “emotional” began to take on overtones of excess by 
the early twentieth century. Previously a fairly neutral term, in that 
people could be described as insufficiently as well as unduly emotional, 
the word began to connote lack of adequate control, at least when 
applied to individuals. Being described as an “emotional person,” or 
accused of “emotionalism,” was no compliment, even with no qualifying 
adjectives attached. By the 1920s another new combination entered in 
with the concept “emotionally disturbed,” a label most frequently 
attached to children. It clearly reflected firmer categories of emotional 
deviance and a new set of parental anxieties. By the 1950s, when the 
phrase was common in child development studies, it was explicitly de- 
fined as a lack of “inner control” and attributed to as many as a quarter 
of all grade school children on the basis of a host of prosaic symptoms. 
Here was another way to make emotion a problem.? 

Historians have long seen the 1920s or even the ensuing quarter- 
century as a crucial period of change in American life.* Obviously, 
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many factors impelled adjustments besides the redefinition of emotional 
culture. But this redefinition now warrants a prominent place among the 
various forces to be assessed in explaining how contemporary life and 
institutions differ from their counterparts in the Victorian era. The 
subject of emotional change is, to be sure, still an innovation in the 
historical lexicon, and it would be folly to expect standard textbooks 
immediately to be rewritten to give the emergence of a twentieth-century 
emotional style its due. Even earlier attempts to define character change, 
like David Riesman’s justly famous hypothesis, fit with difficulty into the 
conventional ways of viewing American history—even on the part of 
social historians, who pride themselves on openness to innovation. Nev- 
ertheless, the challenge is clear. At some point between 1920 and the 
1950s most middle-class Americans moved toward emotional values 
rather different from those of their parents. Some were aware of the 
change, some not; some were troubled by the decline of older values, 
others leapt gleefully toward this aspect of modernity. The process not 
only brought some of the larger alterations in American society into 
personal compass; it also took on its own power, altering the kind 
of treatment many Americans expected from others and creating the 
demanding standards they imposed on themselves. 


Much remains to be done as the contours of the emotionological trans- 
formation emerge more fully. A host of loose ends must be left dangling 
after any attempt to convey a phenomenon as complex and as hard to 
pin down as a sea change in emotional style. Readers will doubtless pick 
up a number of pathways that I have barely glimpsed. Be that as it may, 
because assessing a cultural shift should orient further research as well 
as mark progress already achieved, I would like to issue six specific 
invitations for additional study. 

The first asks simply for ongoing attention to recent developments, 
oriented toward fuller testing of the previous chapter’s claim that, de- 
spite adjustments, the twentieth-century emotional style remains essen- 
tially intact. In this effort historians but particularly sociologists and 
social psychologists imbued with genuine historical perspective can uti- 
lize understanding of the new culture as a litmus for change. Sorting out 
ephemeral shifts or mere adaptations from genuine and durable new 
directions is no easy task, but the emotionological findings of the present 
study provide some measurement standards. 
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The second research need involves assessment of a wider range of 
emotions during and after the transition period. Anger, love, fear, grief, 
guilt (plus shame and embarrassment), and jealousy do not constitute an 
entire emotional palette. Implications for other emotions have been 
offered here. For example, we have seen that new uses for sadness, and 
possibly a new if somewhat convoluted popularity of this emotion, fit 
the overall pattern of emotional change, including the reduced availabil- 
ity of more intense grief; but the topic invites further inquiry. Nostalgia 
may have changed to include real or imagined recollections of earlier 
emotional bonds conveyed, among other things, as part of media fare. 
Exhilaration may have been toned down in keeping with the general 
reduction of intensity, except as conveyed through recreational fare and 
spectatorship. Even joy, or at least expressions of joy, may have become 
more circumspect. Envy seems to have increased in complexity, having 
been encouraged by consumerism but placed under constraints as the 
concept merged with jealousy in popular belief. But these are suggestions 
based on the larger framework, not real investigations. Other recently 
studied emotions, like gratitude or expectations of gratitude, may also 
have changed, but apparently without much connection to the general 
style.’ 

Shifts in the balance among emotions under the general impulse of 
reducing intensity warrant attention as well. As jealousy, for example, 
received particular reproval, anger may have taken up some of the slack, 
even though it too was discountenanced.°® Efforts to deny or conceal the 
“green-eyed monster” easily generated anger at the provoking beloved, 
and while anger also required restraint, it may have seemed more re- 
spectable, less childish than jealousy. Even with emotions that clearly fit 
under the anti-intensity rubric, additional analysis remains desirable. 

The coherence and outreach of the middle class constitutes the third 
field for further study suggested by an understanding of Victorianism 
and the transition toward deintensification. Most emotions history has 
focused primarily on the middle class, and this study is no exception. 
Victorian emotional culture set standards that other social groups might 
aspire to or might fabricate as part of an effort at respectability. It was 
deliberately introduced to marginal middle-class segments like depart- 
ment store clerks. It was also used by the solid middle class itself to 
judge and condemn inadequate emotional behavior by social inferiors— 
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including not only outbursts of unwonted spontaneity but also inade- 
quate intensities in such areas as grief, courage, or maternal affection. 
All of this does not constitute a history of emotional cultures for 
non—middle-class groups, but it does provide some guidelines. 

In the twentieth century, we have less to go on. The new emotional 
culture was urged on the working class, particularly in such areas as 
anger control; as the middle class imposed new constraints on its own 
members, it became even less tolerant of emotional diversity. In this 
sense twentieth-century emotionology played a key role in the daily 
subtleties of middle-class hegemony. But we have also seen signs that 
workers were not expected fully to assimilate middle-class niceties. On 
the other hand, the rapid expansion of the middle class, through self- 
identification and the rise of the service sector, implied new needs to 
acquire a middle-class emotional veneer. How various working-class 
groups, some with distinct ethnic cultures, reacted to growing middle- 
class hegemony constitutes a vital area for further study. Modification 
of mainstream standards, unusual utilization of certain outlets, including 
ethnic celebrations, or outright rejection of key standards all are active 
possibilities, even as middle-class authorities labored to create emotion- 
ally controlled work personalities and a more uniform pattern of child- 
rearing. The addition of new immigrant groups after the 1950s adds 
to the complexity inviting attention. African American assertiveness, 
celebrated in highly emotional crowd scenes, and a bristling individual 
resentment at certain white standards suggest an obvious disharmony in 
recent decades. Among many employment barriers to inner-city blacks, 
unwillingness to live up to middle-class definitions of emotional deco- 
rum, particularly in service-sector jobs, plays a definite role. This divide 
in emotional cultures can be exacerbated by white assumptions about 
African American passions, which are regarded as entertaining on a 
playing field but inappropriate, even frightening, at closer range.’ 

In sum, examining class and ethnic variations and divisions over 
emotional culture forms one of the ways to investigate living social 
structure in any historical period. Ironically, we have made less use of 
this opportunity for our own era than for periods in the past.’ 

Range of impact constitutes the fourth area open to further analysis. 
One of the crucial findings about both Victorian and twentieth-century 
emotional culture is that they affected not only self-evaluations and 
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private relationships but also areas of public life such as work or even 
political styles. Emotional standards allow the social constructionist, 
through history or anthropology or sociology, to relate individual values 
and socialization to a much wider realm. This is why, despite social 
historians’ common preference for assumptions of mass rationality, the 
subject of emotion has such important potential for investigations of the 
past. We can easily see implications of changing standards for law? or 
for protest potential—in combination, of course, with other factors— 
but to date we have only broken the surface of this subject. Does the 
increasing American interest in an emotional style that appears friendly 
but not unduly engaged relate to diplomatic efforts to identify friends 
abroad and to worry (excessively, in European eyes) about whether we 
are “liked”? Does the same interest help explain the eagerness of individ- 
ual negotiators, like Franklin Roosevelt at Yalta or George Bush with his 
horseshoe games with foreign dignitaries, to elicit superficially friendly 
expressions from their interlocutors (including, for FDR, the stony-faced 
Stalin)? These clearly tantalizing extensions of the new emotional style 
may be unwarranted, but they are worth examining as we continue the 
process of figuring out how long a shadow the anti-intensity culture cast. 

The fifth direction for future study lies in the obvious desirability of 
comparative inquiry. Both Victorianism and the transition toward a 
more complex set of constraints were shared between the United States 
and Western Europe. But sharing is not equivalence, and further work 
on both time periods is necessary to establish greater comparative preci- 
sion. For the twentieth century, the research of Dutch and German 
sociologists suggests some trends very comparable to those in the United 
States, as well as similar causes, including new employment structures 
and growing consumerism.!° But the timing was different, with the 
European break occurring more in the 1960s than earlier. Different 
timing suggests a somewhat different pattern of causation, manifesta- 
tion, and results. Some of the confusions that have appeared in defini- 
tions of twentieth-century emotional style have resulted from unwar- 
ranted assumptions of transatlantic equivalence, as opposed to 
considerable similarity. An obvious if challenging task is to begin to sort 
this out. Exploration of the American transition helps refine the ques- 
tions to ask: Why the 1960s as a starting point rather than the 1920s? 
Did Europeans share some of the health concerns that helped direct 
American cool? Did Europeans end up embracing spontaneity more fully 
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(as some of the Dutch studies suggest), and if so, why? Why did Ameri- 
cans seem disproportionately eager to conceal? 

Finally, fuller understanding of our recent emotional history may 
help improve interdisciplinary inquiry into the constructionist aspects of 
emotion itself.'! History is a newcomer amid explicit studies of emotion. 
In introducing a more self-conscious attention to the process of change, 
it fleshes out many of the theoretical claims made by constructionists. 
For the twentieth century, history employs many recent findings and 
explanations developed by the growing breed of sociologists of emotion. 
Thus a certain amount of interdisciplinary crossover is built into our 
growing ability to define and explain recent patterns in emotional stan- 
dards. But history also challenges students of emotion to tackle some 
new complexities. Anthropologists, the most empirically successful con- 
structionists to date, have not usually dealt with change. Psychologists, 
the kings of the hill in emotions research, tend to seek constants. They 
do share some sympathy with constructionist claims, in terms, for exam- 
ple, of investigating culturally specific emotions functions rather than 
some grand evolutionary scheme, but they do not inquire into change 
directly. Their causation focus involves microlevel, proximate relation- 
ships rather than more sweeping phenomena such as _ bureaucrati- 
zation. !? 

In principle, the establishment of a new emotional culture toward the 
mid—twentieth century sets up topics for psychologists to investigate 
from their own vantage point; they might, for example, test different 
generational values or standards held by different segments of the occu- 
pational structure. Examination of childrearing styles in light of an 
overarching, if implicit, attempt to curtail intensity could readily blend 
psychological and historical approaches. Social psychologists have al- 
ready contributed to the task of exploring the anti-intensity culture, but 
have not yet wedded this essentially historical outline to the actual 
developmental! processes. Psychologists and historians have also joined 
in identifying the emergence of a newly playful style with children on the 
part of middle-class fathers beginning in the 1920s. This parental strat- 
egy, designed to build bonds through shared entertainment rather than 
more traditional moral or emotional intensity, provides another frame- 
work for exploring the actual operation of new parental tactics in a 
socialization process; but the next, more strictly psychological step has 
yet to be taken.!? Interdisciplinary bridges of this sort are immensely 
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difficult, but they do follow from a growing understanding of some of 
the kinds of changes that have enmeshed our society. 


For students of emotion generally, of whatever disciplinary stripe, the 
exploration of twentieth-century emotional culture already contributes 
to a theoretical understanding of what emotion is all about. History and 
historical sociology, along with cultural comparisons, provide the clear- 
est empirical basis for constructionist approaches to emotion. The sweep 
of the movement away from Victorian culture and the causes that inter- 
twined to shape a new culture constitute a major case study in the 
constructionist mode. To be sure, the study does not resolve the nature- 
versus-nurture debate, that hardy perennial in emotion theory. On the 
one hand, the avid twentieth-century search for outlets for constrained 
emotions supports attention to basic or “natural” passions such as anger 
or fear, or to more general “‘vital affects” that are biologically based but 
shaped through parental care into more precise emotions.'* On the other 
hand, the shift from Victorianism to a more cautious emotional culture 
demonstrates that culture counts for a great deal in directing emotional 
responses and evaluations according to changing social needs, though it 
does not specify exactly how much. 

The real contributions of this kind of inquiry into emotional change 
lie beneath the most conventional nature-versus-cultural-construction 
controversy. Constructionists have too often ventured theories about the 
kinds of social functions that can shape emotion without offering suffi- 
cient empirical grounding. Or, in anthropology, they have demonstrated 
vivid cultural contrasts without determining precisely what caused them. 
In the case of the twentieth-century transition, causation can be ex- 
plored. It can be demonstrated that although new economic forms rede- 
fined the functions an emotional culture was to serve, they did so in 
combination with new cultural forces, particularly beliefs about physical 
health. This precise pattern is surely unique, but the basic model of 
seeking a combination of functional factors and examining how they 
were shaped by new beliefs may well apply in other instances.’ 

More systematic attention to causation also leads to considerations of 
timing, another key factor in a historical approach to the construction 
of emotions. In this area we have too few cases thus far to venture a 
theory of timing. However, we have seen that there was a lag between 
initial indications of a new emotional culture—which actually preceded 
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the 1920s in expressions such as grief—and evidence of wider incorpo- 
ration of the standards a generation later, followed a bit later still by 
institutional reactions in some areas of the law or school regulations. 
This twentieth-century pattern establishes a baseline that should be 
tested in other historical frameworks. 

Debates about emotion have also tended to narrow assessments of 
the results of particular emotional styles. Biological and psychological 
determinists tend to emphasize the functions of an emotion for the 
individual: grief is a signal for help, sadness an opportunity to withdraw 
and regroup, etc. Apart from the culturally specific limitations of this 
approach, it simply does not capture the wider social impact of emo- 
tional values. Constructionists have been more sensitive to emotions’ 
effects, for example in dealing with the responses an emotion elicits, but 
they may limit inquiry to a largely private or familial sphere. Exploration 
of the twentieth-century emotional style furthers an inquiry into the 
wider ramifications of changing standards. Individual experience and 
function remain relevant, but so do the signals given to others about 
how to deal with an individual’s self-presentation—one of the most 
sensitive barometers of the twentieth-century uneasiness over intensity — 
and so do the results of emotional standards in arrangements at the 
workplace or in public law. Here, too, an explicit historical synthesis 
helps define some of the subordinate theoretical issues in the construc- 
tionist approach to emotion. 

Finally, historical inquiry into emotional culture inevitably addresses 
theoretical issues in history itself. The present study provides additional 
ammunition to the numerous critics of modernization theory as applied 
to the emotional realm, showing that a simple repression-liberation 
contrast between Victorianism and the twentieth century is profoundly 
misleading. Understanding the actual emotional style that emerged from 
the 1920s onward, and its causes, also casts doubt (at least for the 
United States) on a second common formulation that sees recent change 
as somehow continuing a “civilizing process” of emotional restraints 
that began several centuries back. Without totally disproving this ap- 
proach, I have argued that the twentieth century is quite different from 
the nineteenth in the area of emotional standards, and that this differ- 
ence was caused by very new factors in social organization and popular 
beliefs. Both the differences themselves and their deep-seated causes 
indicate that it is not useful to explain recent patterns in terms of 
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some overarching process that cuts across definable historical periods, 
including our own. Indeed, in certain respects twentieth-century culture 
recalled some pre-Victorian emotional qualities, particularly in urging 
against undue emotional intensity within the family—though it would 
be misleading to conclude, as Willmott and Young have implied, that 
Victorian delight in appropriate intensity constituted a historical oddity 
that contrasts with an emotional caution bounding Victorianism at both 
chronological ends. !¢ 

For the aversion to intensity that emerged among middle-class Ameri- 
cans in the twentieth century translated the apparent needs of an increas- 
ingly managerial, health-conscious society into the emotional realm. The 
resulting emotional standards were at least as unusual as Victorianism 
had been, and they were decidedly modern. Just as they differed from 
earlier American precedent, so they also contrasted with emotional cul- 
tures in other parts of the world, particularly in the pressure they placed 
on Americans to conceal reactions. The cool, chilled-out character popu- 
lar among American teenagers was matched by the businessman claim- 
ing control of his life and his passions, eager to fit into new campaigns 
like Quality Management that called for careful monitoring of emotions 
during meetings (no “‘attacking or defending” behaviors, please). In the 
culture of the twentieth century, undue emotion, whether anger or grief 
or love, meant vulnerability as well as childishness. By the 1990s, several 
generations had been schooled in the desirability of keeping most emo- 
tions buttoned up and expecting other people to do the same. American 
cool still prevails. 
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Advance Praise for the Book 


“Richly and deeply documented, this history offers readers a chance to follow 
an intriguing problem: Can and should emotions be suppressed? Chan- 
neled? Expressed spontaneously? A major synthesis by one of the most inno- 
vative and accomplished historians of our time.” 


—John Burnham, Ohio State University 


“Peter Stearns argues that twentieth-century cultural styles stunt and stifle the 
emotions behind a veneer of cool. With a breathtaking scholarly sweep 
through the development of this concept of cool, he provokes and compels 
us to rethink our very understanding of the American character. Without a 
doubt, this is the best of Stearns’s work on the history of emotions to date, 
and should be read by all who are concerned about the current crisis in 
American values.” —Kevin White, University of Sussex 


Cool. The concept, distinctly American, permeates almost every aspect of 
contemporary American society. From Kool cigarettes and the Peanuts car- 
toon’s Joe Cool to West Side Story and urban slang, the idea of cool, in its 
many manifestations, has seized a central place in our vocabulary and in our 
culture. 

Where did this preoccupation with cool come from? How was Victorian 
culture, seemingly so ensconced, replaced with the current emotional status 
quo? Whence came American Cool? 

These are the questions Peter Stearns seeks to answer in this timely and 
engaging volume. 
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